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Explore the exciting world of creative writing with this 
free mini-course from The Writers Bureau. 


Writing is a wonderful creative outlet that can give you 
great pleasure and offers you the chance to earn a second 
income, extra spending money or even a full-time career. 
It's up to you how far you take it. 

journey. 
In this free online course you’ll look at who can be a 
writer, what skills you’ll need and the many different 
types of writing you could do, so you can begin to 
think about what you want to write, and in what form. 


The course will help you reflect on why you want to 
write, what your aims and ambitions are, and how 
you’re going to achieve them. Understanding your 
own motivation is an important part of the writing 


The course finishes by looking at a number of options 
available to help you start your writing life, support 
you along the way, and help develop your craft. 


By the end of the course, you’ll have gained a good 
understanding of what to expect as a writer, which 
type of writing you want to explore, what you hope to 
gain from it, and how best to move forward. 


So, if you fancy being a writer, visit our website belo 


and let’s get started. 


www.writersbureauonline.com 


THE WRITERS BUREAU EST. 1989 


Writers 
Bureau 
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Why Not Be A Proofreader? 


As a freelance proofreader and copy editor you can earn a good 
income making sure that copy is professional and error free. 
Earning your share can be fun, varied and profitable. 


Our Proofreading and Copy Editing Course will show you how to set 
yourself up as a freelancer — either full or part-time — putting you in 
control of your working life! You’ ll receive: 


A first-class, home-study course created by professionals 
Expert, personal tuition from your tutor 


Advice on all types of proofreading and copy editing 
techniques 


Plus much more! 


If you want to be a proofreader and copy editor, this is the way 
to start! It’s ideal for beginners. No previous experience or special 
education required. You can be earning in as little as 2-3 months. 15 
day trial. For free details visit our website or call us today! 


www.wbproofreading.com 


FREE CALL 


24 FF HRS 


Writers Years of 
Bureau Success 


t www.facebook.com/thewritersbureau 
www.twitter.com/writersbureau 


Quote Ref: 
AT822P 


%* Trustpilot 


email: FP@writersbureau.com Please include your name & address 


Members of 
NAWE 


“The course | 
has greatly 
improved and 
refreshed my ) 
grammatical 
knowledge, copy editing and 
proofreading. It has also 
sharpened my attention to 
detail. For the contract, | was 
able to set my own 
professional fee; and on the 
basis of my QTS, expertise 
and subject knowledge, | am 
earning £30.00 per hour.” 
Claire Ezard 


Your Course Includes: 


Specialist course on proofreading and copy 
editing. 

Caring constructive help from expert tutors. 
Four tutor-marked assignments. 

Help and advice from our experienced 
Student Advisory Team. 

Flexible study programme. 

Specialist advice on how to find work. 

Enrol when it suits you. 

Instant access to course material when you 
enrol online. 

15 days trial. 

Advice on how to set yourself up in business. 
Continuing Professional Development 
Certificate. 


An Expert's Opinion of the Course 

“The material is very informative and interesting as well as covering pretty much 
everything you would need to know when starting to proofread. There are a lot of 
tips and ideas for freelancers in general that you can see have been tried and tested 
and are being passed on in good faith. 


“Overall, | found the information in this course very useful. It covered all the main 
areas that anyone interested in working as a proofreader/copy editor would need to 


know.” 


Shazia Fardous, Freelance Proofreader and Copy Edito 


Start TODAY When You Enrol ONLINE! 


START YOUR COURSE TODAY for only £398 (interest free easy pay plan 
available from £39.80pm) by visiting our website. Your course modules and the first 


assignment are a online so you can start studying straightaway. 
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é%4 Why fortean ? 


Everything you always wanted to 
know about Fortean Times but 
were too paranoid to ask! 


STRANGE DAYS 


A digest of the worldwide weird, including: Driving dog, ninja 
bear, cursed fridge, Lord Lucan’s Cluedo cards and more... 
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This Christmas, do toy-buying parents know what hellish traps 
for their children they are leaving bundled up in shiny paper 
beneath the Yule Tree? SD TUCKER recalls a classic moral 
panic and helps readers shop more safely this festive season. 


34 MY QUEST FOR ICELAND'S ELF CHURCH 


A decade ago, protests against a new road through one of Ice- 

land’s ‘elf areas’ made international headlines - but what hap- 
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EDITORIAL 


GETTING IN THE SPIRIT 

Welcome to our special Christmas issue, 
a sumptuous feast of forteana to get you 
safely through the festivities. 

Our cover story, courtesy of regular 
contributor SD Tucker, strikes a seasonal 
note and addresses the perennial 
question: toys —- harmless products of 
global entertainment corporations or 
actual demons in plastic form? For at 
least some Christian fundamentalists 
in the Eighties and Nineties - and, 
indeed, here in the early 21st century 
- the contents of Santa’s bulging sack 
were far more than mere fripperies 
of late capitalism, but the diminutive 
foot-soldiers of Satan himself, ready 
to convert our unsuspecting kids to 
everything from Communism and 
atheism to drug abuse and rampant 
homosexuality. Care Bears, Smurfs and 
Cabbage Patch Kids may have looked 
innocent enough, but they concealed 
diabolical agendas - so, turn to p28 to 
revisit a classic moral panic and ensure 
that your own Christmas is a safe, toy- 
free celebration. 

We also turn to another favourite topic 
at this time of year: ghosts. Roger Clarke 
visits a new exhibition at London’s 
Dickens Museum and considers the great 
writer’s long and ambivalent relationship 
with the supernatural, while Neil Arnold 
takes to the chilly streets of Rochester in 
Kent in search of reported apparitions of 
its local literary hero at Christmastime - 
not to mention the odd phantom monk. 

Elsewhere, Peter McCue investigates 
spectre-infested Scottish bothies, 
Benjamin Radford undertakes a quest 
to find Iceland’s elusive Elf Church, 
Claire Davy wonders how to heal 
the rift between traditional ghost 
hunters and their gadget-wielding 
online counterparts, and Lisa Gledhill 
concludes her attempt to visit the resting 
place of every British monarch in her 
‘Dead Kings Road Trip’. All this plus Lord 
Lucan’s Cluedo cards, Wales’s imaginary 
airport, the Isle of Wight’s Poo Museum, 
Jerusalem’s driving dog and a cursed 
fridge. Happy Christmas! 


PARANORMAL HELP WANTED 

Finnish artist Emilia Ukkonen is 
working on a film project about people’s 
paranormal experiences, especially those 
involving animal ghosts. Emilia will be 
travelling to the UK in January 2023 to 
continue her research and is hoping to 
find more respondents ahead of her trip. 
If you would like to help, please contact 
her at emilia.ukkonen.projects@gmail. 
com. 


ERRATA 

FT421:6: Reader Michael Philpott noted 
that the pull-quote accompanying our 
‘Searching for E.T’ news report read: 
“Monkeys killed at least 250 dogs ina 
sustained revenge campaign”. Michael 
was baffled, but Alex Kashko thought “it 
may have been leftover from a previous 
edition [correct - Ed.]... Maybe an 
infinite number of monkeys invaded your 
typesetting software.” 


FT422:54-55: Rob Gandy wrote in to 
point out an anomaly in Nina Antonia’s 
‘The Doom of Oscar Wilde’. “Oscar was 
born on 16 October 1854, yet at the top of 
the second column it states ‘[Speranza] 
had written as much in her exemplary 
tome Legends, Charms and Superstitions 
of Ireland. Published in 1887, when Oscar 
was just three years old..’” I guess that 
the book was published in 1857 rather 
than 1887, when Oscar would have 

been 33 years old.” In fact, the original 
publication date appears to indeed have 
been 1887 or 1888, meaning Oscar would 
have been 33 or 34 at the time. 


FT423:59: Stu Neville’s TV column upset 
a couple of readers. JP Oneill emailed 

to take issue with the statement “the 
population [of Ireland] has always been 
more respectful toward its monuments 
than has the mainland”, asking “to which 
‘mainland’ is he referring? Ireland is 

a free and independent nation and a 
member of the European Union. It is its 
own mainland.” AM Keane of Edinburgh 
was similarly annoyed, adding: “Dear 
God... sounds as if the Sun never set on 
the Empire round your way.” 

A shamefaced Stu would like to 
apologise, and says: “It was a poor choice 
of words; I should have said, ‘their 
neighbours on the UK mainland’.” 
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PHENOMENOMIX 


240 big pages in full 
colour, collecting 
my comics from 
Fortean Times. 
Vampires, Ghosts, 
UFOs, Werewolves, 
Mystery Smells, Weird 
Cults, Weird Deaths, 
Weird Feet, Rains of 
Blood, Fishes and 
Bones, and more, 
all in comic detail! 
£22.99 


THE ATLANTIS BOOKSHOP 
PRESENTS 


LIVES OF THE 
GREAT OCCULTISTS 
EXHIBITION OF ARTWORK BY 
HUNT EMERSON 


NOVEMBER 25TH TO DECEMBER 24TH 


MONDAY TO SATURDAY 11AM - 6PM 


494 MUSEUM STREET, LONDON WCI1A ILY 


WWW. THEATLANTISBOOKSHOP.COM 


“LIVES OF THE 
GREAT OCCULTISTS 


@ 120 pages in colour, including 
Dr. Dee, Giordano Bruno, Isobel 


owdie, William Blake, WB Yeats, 
Faust, Jack Parsons, Kenneth 


Anger, Madame Blavatski, and - 


repeatedly - Aleister Crowley. 
£12.99 
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THE RIME OF TH 
ANCIENT MARINER 


The great narrative ballad by 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ren- 

dered as a comic book full of 
awful puns. £71.99 


A special deal on 
two books. 
CALCULUS CAT 


Based on the ideas of John Ruskin. 
Part satire, part economic and 
philosophical treatise, part love story, 
part political argument, part 
psychedelic craziness, 
and always funny. £12.99 
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(usually £10) 
and HOT JAZZ 
(usually £12) 
for just £77!! 
AND you'll receive a bunch 
of free gifts, including, 


stickers, magnets, badges 
and beer mats! 


CALCULUS CAT/ HOT JAZZ 
SPECIAL DEAL!! 


FIRKIN 
Comic strips about sex and the 
human animal, presided over by 
Firkin the Cat. Bawdy, and very 
funny. Not for the easily shocked. 
Originally published in the pages 
of Fiesta magazine, this book is 
definitely ADULTS ONLY. £9.99 
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~ LADY CHATTERLEY’S LOVER! 


!. My somewhat bowdlerized version of 


the groundbreaking novel by DH 
Lawrence. Bawdy, robust and bizarre - 
yes, it's Adults Only. £8.00 
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*PERSONAL DEDICATIONS 
ARRANGED! 

*FREE STICKERS ETC. 

USUALLY INCLUDED!! 


EVENING STANDARD / HULTON ARCHIVE / GETTY IMAGES 


CENTRAL PRESS / GETTY IMAGES 


ra 


ABOVE: John Bingham, later Lord Lucan, and Veronica Mary Duncan announce their engagement in 1963. BELOW LEFT: Fugitive MP 
John Stonehouse, whose faked sucicide was revealed by the Lucan manhunt. BELOW RIGHT: “Jungle Barry” — not Lord Lucan. 


Lord Lucan’s disappearance 

in 1974 after bludgeoning the 
family nanny to death with a 
lead pipe and seriously injuring 
his wife has remained shrouded 
in mystery. The car he was 
using, a Ford Corsair, was found 
abandoned in Newhaven, East 
Sussex, and it is widely believed 
that the fugitive lord took a 
ferry from there to Dieppe in 
France and committed suicide 
by jumping overboard into the 
Channel. However, his body 

has never been found, and 

there are persistent rumours 
that he escaped and lived on 

in obscurity, shielded by his 
Establishment friends, with 
occasional sightings making 

the headlines. One of these 
inadvertently revealed a fugitive 
MP, John Stonehouse, who 

had successfully faked his own 
suicide and was living under an 
assumed name in Australia until 
outed by the Lucan manhunt. 
Another was of a hippy named 
“Jungle Barry” in India, who 
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bore a passing resemblance to 
Lucan but turned out to be an 
ex-teacher from Merseyside, 
who really was named Barry. 
Now, an investigation by the 
Daily Mail has revealed that 
when police found Lucan’s 
Corsair in Newhaven, in it were 
three cards from the board 
game Cluedo showing Colonel 
Mustard, the lead pipe and the 


hall. This has never been made 
public before and the Mail 
raises the possibility that the 
cards indicate the murder of 

the nanny, Sandra Rivett, had 
been planned. It has always been 
assumed that Rivett was killed 
by accident when Lucan mistook 
her for his wife, with whom he 
was involved in a bitter divorce, 
but while her body was found 


J — NDIGEST OF THE WORLDWIDE WEIRD 


in the basement kitchen of 

the Lucans’ Belgravia house, 
forensic evidence showed the 
attack had started in the hall. 
The three cards, which have 
been traced to a Cluedo set 
owned by the Lucan family, 
would have had to have been 
taken before the attack, as after 
botching the assault on his wife, 
Lucan immediately fled the 
house, leaving him no time to 
collect anything. 

While the lead pipe and 
the hall cards seem to refer 
to the location of Rivett’s 
killing and the weapon, the 
third card, Colonel Mustard, 
would seem to be a reference 
to Lucan himself. In the classic 
version of the game, Mustard 
not only bears some physical 
resemblance to Lucan, being 
a dapper moustachioed man 
with a military background, he 
is also, like Lucan, a colonialist 
member of the Establishment 
and a big game hunter. A 
former investigator involved in 
the Lucan case told the Mail: 
“If Lucan did leave the Cluedo 
cards, it makes me think the 
whole thing was pre-planned. 
It is interesting. It is strange. 
The more you think about it, the 
more it has got implications.” 
It could, however, just indicate 
that Lucan expected to find 
his wife in the hall as it should 
have been Rivett’s night off - so 
her death could still be a tragic 
error. 

The Mail investigation also 
turned up another Lucan 
sighting, this time by a woman 
who claimed to have been 
introduced to him at a party at 
a villa in the Algarve owned by 
one of Lucan’s close friends in 
the weeks or months after he 
vanished. Although her sighting 
was described as “credible” 
by police at the time, they 
declined to follow it up on cost 
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ABOVE: Neil Berriman, the son of the murdered nanny Sandra Rivett, believes he has 
found the 87-year-old Lord Lucan living in Australia. BELOW: It has now emerged that 
three possibly significant Cluedo cards were found in Lucan's abandoned Ford Corsair. 


and proportionality grounds. “T’ve spent nine 
Lucan was eventually declared : 

dead in 1999, allowing his son, yea TS tryin S to 

George Bingham, to inherit the . . 

title, becoming the 8th Earl of Pp rove th is MAN 1S 

Lucan. Before her death in 2017, Lord Luca n 5) 


Lady Lucan said it was unlikely 
that her husband’s fate would 
ever be known. Sandra Rivett’s 
son Neil Berriman begs to differ, 
however. If Lucan did escape, he 
would now be 87 years old and 
Berriman believes he has found 
a frail 87-year-old British expat 
living in a Buddhist commune 
outside Brisbane, Australia, who 
is the missing man. He feels 

his claim is bolstered by facial 
recognition technology after 
having images of the pensioner 
compared to photographs 

of Lucan by Hassan 

Ugail, Professor of Visual 
Computing at the University 
of Bradford. Ugail is a highly 
respected expert in the facial 
recognition 


field whose software was 
instrumental in identifying 

the Russians who poisoned 

the Skripals in Salisbury, and 
the likely murderers of Saudi 
journalist Jamal Khashoggi. 
Ugail is confident that 
Berriman’s photos show the same 
man. “They produced a match. 
This isn’t an opinion, it’s science 
and mathematical fact,” he says, 


adding that that the algorithm 
is “never wrong.” Published 
photos of the Australian man 
are somewhat self-defeatingly 
pixelated “for legal reasons”, so 
it is hard to form an opinion. 

The analysis was based on 
four pictures of Lucan at various 
ages and three of the mystery 
man, and involved taking micro- 
millimetre measurements of 
spaces between facial features 
and comparing them. Ugail says: 
“Anything with a similarity index 
of 75% or higher is conclusively 
the same individual.” With the 
alleged Lucan, he says, “The 
lowest score I got was around 
76. I think the highest was 
88.” He went on to have his 
findings checked by a US facial 
recognition company that uses 
a different system, and they 
confirmed his identification. 
Berriman now says: “I’ve spent 
nine years trying to prove this 
man is Lucan. Now, with this new 
scientific information, the police 
must act.” 

However, a rival study by 
another facial recognition expert, 
Dr Shelina Jilani of Acumé 
Forensic, based in Leeds, reached 
an entirely different conclusion, 
saying there were sufficient 
differences to “eliminate” any 
chance the British expat was 
Lord Lucan. According to Dr 
Jilani: “The photographs of Lord 
Lucan bear sufficient features 
to eliminate the person from the 
reference images of Male A... 
Factoring age related changes to 
morphology, there are features 
which are not comparable 
between [Lord Lucan] and Male 
A.” These included differences 
in the width of the nasal 

bridge and 
the size of the 
ears, visible in 
an unpilexlated 
photograph 
published in the 
Mail. dailymail. 
co.uk, 4+7+8 Nov; 
mirror.co.uk, 6 Nov; D. 
Telegraph, 8 Nov 2022. 


FT'S FAVOURITE HEADLINES 
FROM AROUND THE WORLD 


OWNER OF CHICKEN 
MAULED TO DEATH BY 
ADOG IS AWARDED 
LARGE PAYOUT 
BECAUSE THE BIRD 
WAS A TRAINED 
ACTOR AND HAD 
APPEARED INA 
GERMAN TV MOVIE 


dailymail.co.uk, 17 Jan 2020. 


Woman arrested 


for stabbing 

inflatable rat 
outside 

funeral home 


Springfield (IL) News, 26 July 


HUMANS COULD 
BECOME ‘IMMORTAL’ 
THANKS TOA 
BREAKTHROUGH IN 
UNIQUE JELLYFISH 
SCIENCE 


D.Star, 7 Sept 2022. 


Ancient skeleton 

found in Mexico 

cave threatened 
by train 


[AP] 14 Sept 2022. 
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SIDELINES 


TORTOISE CHAOS 


Rail services between Cambridge 
and Norwich were brought to a halt 
by a giant tortoise on the line near 
Harling Road station, just outside 
Thetford. The 2.5ft (76cm) tortoise, 
named Clyde, had escaped from a 
local aquatics company and found 
his way onto the railway line where 
he was spotted by a passenger on a 
passing train. Services were halted 
while Clyde was rescued and taken 
to a vet as he had been struck by 

a train, damaging his shell, but 

he was not seriously injured. BBC 
News, 1 Aug 2022. 


GONE GOAT 


In Galve, Sweden, building a giant 
straw goat has been a Christmas 
tradition since 1966. Almost as 
traditional has been setting fire to it, 
with the first one going up in flames 
on New Year’s Eve 1966. Since 
then, it has been burned on 38 
occasions (FT338:6, 352:8). It has 
also been rammed with a car and 
survived an attempt to kidnap it by 
helicopter. Every goat since 2016, 
though, has remained unscathed, 
due to 24-hour security. Until 2021 
that is, when an arsonist managed 
to get through and torch it again in 
mid-December. BBC News, 17 Dec 
2021. 


SHARK SHOCKER 


Chinese food blogger Tizi, who has 
eight million followers thanks to 

her “sweet look” and “bold food 
choices”, faces a potential five-year 
prison sentence after posting 

film of her eating an endangered 
great white shark. “It may look 
vicious, but its meat is truly super 
tender,” she says in the video as 
she eats the barbecued shark. One 
follower commented: “She literally 
eats anything to grab eyeballs”. 
She’s not alone; another Chinese 
extreme food blogger, Sun, died 
after eating live poisonous centi- 
pedes and lizards during his stream 
and another ended up with a live 
octopus wrapped round her face as 
she attempted to eat it. news.com. 
au, 2 Aug 2022. 
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DRIVING DOG 

A 35-year-old Jerusalem man 
was arrested for reckless driving 
after he posted a video to social 
media that showed his dog 
driving his car. The clip showed 
the dog sitting in the man’s lap 
with its two front paws on the 
steering wheel as the car drives 


through the city’s narrow streets. 


The owner was remanded in 
custody for the offence and 
was also charged with driving 
a car without a roadworthiness 
certificate. It is not clear 

what happened to the dog. 
timesofisrael.com, 3 Sept 2022. 


SNEAKY SEAL 

When Jenn Ross of Mt 
Maunganui, New Zealand, 

got into her car at 6am one 
morning to go to the gym, she 
was unconcerned when she 
heard a barking noise from 
under her car. “She thought it 
was someone’s dog... and didn’t 
really think too much of it,” said 
her husband Phil. However, 
when she returned an hour later, 
she opened the front door and 
was surprised to find “a cute 
little seal” in the hallway. “It 
got a bit of a fright and humped 
its way down the hallway into 
the spare room,” she said. Phil, 
a marine biologist was not at 
home. “The big joke is that 

this is really the only family 
emergency where it would be 
useful to have a marine biologist 
in the house,” he said. “I really 


“Tt humped tts 
way down the 
hallway into the 
spare room” 


missed my time to shine.” The 
baby fur seal would have to 
have squeezed through two cat 
flaps to get into the house. Phil 
suspects it had come up from 
the sea 150m (500ft) away and 
had a confrontation with the 
family cat, Coco, outside, and 
was chased through the two cat 
flaps. The seal then spent about 
an hour in the house, without 
waking the children who were 
asleep upstairs. It stayed in the 
spare room and spent some 
time on the couch before it 
could be coaxed back out. Coco, 
meanwhile, had taken refuge 
in a neighbour’s house, and 


More walks (and drives) on the wild side 
from around the world 


ABOVE: Jerusalem’s ‘driving’ dog in a 
video that landed its owner in trouble. 
LEFT: The baby seal that found its way 
into a New Zealand home. 


when she returned refused to 

go downstairs and was “clearly 
pretty traumatised.” theguardian. 
com, 19 Aug 2022. 


ANIMAL RAMPAGES 
The Japanese city of Yamaguchi 
spent several weeks besieged 
by a pack of macaque monkeys 
that attacked and injured almost 
50 people. A city official said: 
“Tnitially, only children and 
women were attacked. Recently, 
elderly people and adult men 
have been targeted too.” Most 
injuries have been minor bites 
and scratches, but he added that 
it was “rare to see this many 
attacks in a short period of time.” 
Police have been trying to trap 
the animals since early July 
without success and specialist 
hunters have been brought in. 
They succeeded in capturing and 
putting down a four-year-old male 
identified as being responsible 
for many of the attacks, but the 
search for others continues. 
“Eyewitnesses describe monkeys 
of different sizes, and even after 
the capture, we’ve been getting 
reports of new attacks,” said 
an Agriculture Department 
spokesperson. 

Meanwhile at Koshino Beach 
near the western Japanese city 
of Fukui at least six swimmers 


ABOVE: A rare security camera capture of Hokkaido’s ‘Ninja Bear’ and (right) one of the ‘robot monster wolves’ intended to deter 
the outsized ursine interloper. BELOW: Harvey the two-faced cat of Harrison, Arkansas, who sadly died at just four days old. 


have been attacked and bitten 
by dolphins, with some receiving 
injuries serious enough to require 
hospitalisation. One man was 
bitten on both his arms, while 
later the same afternoon a man 
received injuries to fingers on 
his left hand in another attack. 
Swimmers have been warned 

of the danger from dolphins 

and advised to avoid the sea, 

as the animals have been seen 
even in very shallow water, less 
than knee-deep. Officials have 
installed ultrasonic transmitters 
to try and deter dolphins from 
the area. BBC News, 27 July, 12 
Aug 2022. 


NINJA BEAR VS ROBOT 
MONSTER WOLVES 

Dairy farms in Hokkaido, Japan, 
are under siege from an animal 
that has become known as the 
“Ninja Bear” after its midnight 
attacks, stealthy behaviour, and 
ability to evade both hunters 
and security measures. Officially 
known as Oso 18, because the 
bear was first captured on camera 
in the Ososhibetsu district and 
because its paw tracks are 18cm 
(7.1in) across, it is a large bear 
for Japan, with an estimated 
weight of about 300kg (661Ib). 
The animal has never actually 
been seen directly, and has only 
rarely been caught by security 
cameras, but farmers know the 
same bear is behind more than 
60 attacks on cows around the 
towns of Shibecha and Akkeshi 
because of the traces it leaves 
and the way it deals with its prey. 
In the same period, all the rest of 
Hokkaido has seen only about a 
dozen similar incidents despite 
the island being home to many 
bears. Ninja Bear is unlike other 
local bears who, when they kill 
something they can’t eat in one 


sitting, stay around until they’ve 
eaten it all; he just eats a portion 
of the carcass, then vanishes back 
into the forest, leaving the rest. 
He is also suspected of walking 
along rivers so that he doesn’t 
leave tracks or a scent and has 
been known to dig his way under 
electric fences. One farmer is so 
concerned for his herd that he 
has invested in a pack of what 
are described as “robot monster 
wolves” to deter the elusive 
predator. These are mechanical 
wolves manufactured by Ohta 
Seiki, a local machine parts 
company (see FT403:11). They are 
armed with motion sensors that 
swivel the wolf’s head towards 
any movement, turn on its 
glowing red LED eyes and trigger 
aloud startling sound from the 
library of 60 that the wolf is 
programmed with, including wolf 
howls, human voices and the 
sound of gunshots . Whether this 
has had any effect on the Ninja 
Bear is unclear, but Yoshikazu 
Sato, a professor of wildlife 
ecology at Rakuno Gakuen 
University, has expressed concern 
that other local bears could start 
learning from him, leading toa 
whole clan of unstoppable ninja 
bears on the island. soranews24. 
com, 14 Sept 2022; 21 Oct 2020. 


COPY CAT 

In Harrison, Arkansas, Ariel 
Contreras was surprised when 
her cat started to give birth. “I 
went to go do laundry. I'd seen 
my cat was meowing, and then 
all of a sudden babies started 
coming out, and I started yelling 
for my husband,” she said. They 
were even more surprised by 
the second kitten to appear. 
“My husband said, ‘Honey, 

it has two heads, and I went, 
‘No way!” Contreras added. 

The kitten had craniofacial 
duplication, a condition that 
occurs occasionally in cats and is 
also known as Janus Syndrome 
after the two-faced Roman god. 
Rather than taking the classical 
route when naming the kitten, 
Contreras decided to call him 
“Harvey” after the two-faced 
Batman villain, Harvey Dent. 
Although most Janus cats do 
not live very long, Contreras 

was optimistic about Harvey’s 
survival. “There was one that 
made it to 12 years, and one that 
made it to 15 years, so I’m really 
praying this one makes it that 
long, and we will do whatever 

it takes.” Sadly, though, Harvey 
didn’t make it, and died at four 
days old. metro.co.uk, 22 Aug 
2022; petsradar.com, 24 Aug 2022. 


YOUTUBE 


LITERATE ANTS 


After leaving her Kindle charging on 
a shelf for two weeks, Mariana Viei- 
ra, 32, from Brasilia, Brazil, started 
getting mysterious notifications on 
her phone. Checking the device, 
she found it open on the shopping 
page and when she picked it up 
dozens of ants fell out. It seems 
they had crept into the Kindle and 
had been inadvertently buying 
books. They had purchased Isaac 
Asimov’s Robots and Empire and 

O Anel de Gyges by Eduardo Gian- 
netti before Vieira found them. She 
was able to cancel the purchases 
and dealt with the ants by putting 
the Kindle in the freezer. dailystar. 
co.uk, 2 Aug 2022. 


FLOATING STONE 


A video of a stone filmed allegedly 
floating upstream on the Isan River 
in Uttar Pradesh, India, went viral 
after it was filmed by local children. 
They rescued the stone, which 
they took to local elders who 

found that it had the name “Ram” 
inscribed on it. This resulted in the 
claim that it was a stone from Ram 
Setu, a bridge built by Lord Rama 
in the epic Ramayana, however 
village head Nitin Pandey said, 
“Everyone has their own opinion 
but things have to be verified.” 
indiatimes.com, 2 Aug 2022. 


SPIDER FIRE 


Cory Allan Martin, 26, started a 
major wildfire in drought condi- 
tions in Utah. While out hiking near 
the city of Springville, he decided 
to burn a spider with a lighter, 
causing a fire that swiftly got out of 
hand. “What led him to stop and 
notice a spider and decide to try to 
burn it, we don’t know,” said Utah 
County Sheriff's Sgt Spencer Can- 
non. “There may not be a why. He 
might not even know a why”. [AP] 2 
Aug 2022. 


DURIAN DURIAN 


Firefighters responding to a report 
of a gas leak at a block of flats 

on the Isle of Man found that the 
smell was actually being caused 
by a durian fruit. Durians exude 

a powerful sulphureous stench 
which has led to widespread bans 
in hotels and on public transport, 
but they usually cause problems 
in their native southeast Asia, not 
the British Isles. Despite their evil 
pong, they have a delicious taste 
and are considered delicacies. 
<i>, 7 Mar 2022. 
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KILLER NAME 


After Southend United football club 
sold the naming rights to their west 
stand to local estate agents Gilbert 

& Rose, they proudly renamed it “the 
Rose West Stand”, but after fans 
pointed out that they now appeared to 
be celebrating a notorious serial killer 
they decided to consider a “different 
arrangement of words”. It is now the 
Gilbert & Rose West Stand. BBC News, 
3 Aug 2022. 


STOP! TEETH! 


After being arrested by police, Laurel 
Eich of Washoe County, Nevada, ad- 
mitted breaking into a dental practice, 
sedating a patient, and then pulling 
13 of their teeth while they were 
unconscious. <i>, 17 Jul 2021. 


LOVE EWE 


When Australian farmer Ben Jackson 
was unable to attend his aunt’s 
funeral, he decided to send a unique 
tribute, a video showing his flock of 
sheep forming a heart shape. He had 
taken to laying out grain in patterns to 
alleviate the boredom of hand feeding 
the sheep during a drought and de- 
cided making a sheep heart would be 
the perfect tribute. “It took me a few 
goes to get it right” said Jackson, who 
filmed the formation by drone. <i>, 27 
Aug 2021. 


NO 2 FORNO2s 


Former plumber Daniel Roberts is 
pleased by the success of his National 
Poo Museum, which opened in San- 
down, Isle of Wight, in the spring. It 
features excreta from foxes, pandas, 
lions, wombats and many other spe- 
cies, including humans, all preserved 
by drying and coating in resin. “Poo 
is... universal” says Roberts. “It 
unites us with every other species 

on the planet”. Initially disappointed 
that an Italian poo museum beat him 
to opening by six months, Roberts 
cheered up when he realised it meant 
his museum was “number two”. Sun, 
6 Apr 2022. 
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RELIGION NEWS 


e 


A photo of Joseph Smith, a visit from 
Padre Pio and a hyper-realistic Jesus 


ABOVE LEFT: The locket portrait of Joseph Smith. ABOVE RIGHT: The 2018 photo believed to show a manifestation of Padre Pio. 


MORMON DISCOVERY 
While there have long been 
suspicions that a photo of 
Joseph Smith Jr, the founder 
of Mormonism, might exist, 
none had ever been found. 
That changed in 2020 when 
Dan Larsen, 79, a great-great- 
grandson of Smith, decided 

to make use of the pandemic 
lockdown to sort through old 
boxes of family artefacts. One 
of these items was a locket 
resembling a pocket watch that 
Larsen had inherited from his 
mother in 1992. He had never 
opened it because of a bent 
finial, but now, with some time 
on his hands, he decided to 
make the effort, expecting it 

to contain a watch. Instead, he 
found a photograph of a man. 
“Tn my mind, there was no 
question who it was,” Larsen 
said, as the photo bore a clear 
resemblance to images known 
to depict the prophet. Two years 
of intensive research compared 
the daguerreotype, remarkably 
clear due to its years enclosed 
in the locket, to Smith’s death 
mask and oil paintings, and 
traced the ownership of the 
locket through the family: now, 
it has been officially declared to 
be the only known photograph 
of the prophet. It is believed 
the image was taken by a 
photographer named Lucian 


It has now been 
declared the only 
know photograph 
of the prophet 


Foster, a pioneer photographer 
and early Mormon who at one 
point rented a room in Smith’s 
home, and that it was most 
likely taken in May or June 
1844. Larsen was struck by the 
charisma shown by the face 

in the photo. “If you look at 
the picture, and those eyes, 
it’s mesmerising”, he said. 
religionnews.com, 21 Jul 2022. 


BREEZY PADRE 

Two women have reported 
seeing a vision of the stigmatic 
saint Padre Pio in St Saviour’s 
Church, Limerick in Ireland. 
The vision took place during a 
Mass organised by the “Pray, 
Hope & Don’t Worry” prayer 
group, which is devoted to the 
saint. As part of the 
preparation for the 


they believe shows a previous 
manifestation of St Pio during 
a Mass in the church in 2018. 
The two eyewitnesses, Mary 
Tynan and Nelly Cosgrave, 
said that a bright shape in the 
photograph changed colour and 
turned into a figure of Padre 
Pio dressed in a brown-coloured 
habit. “I think myself and Nelly 
saw it around the same time 
-it was absolutely amazing. 
Isaw the picture lighting up, 
illuminating, it was wavering. 
You could see the light flashing 
on it,” said Tynan, “I saw the 
picture changing colours; it 
went all silvery and shiny. I was 
three seats back and it got so 
clear. This was going on for a 
while”, she added. “The floor 
[in the photo] became very 
clear, and Padre Pio appeared 
like a breeze, right down to the 
front of the picture. I could see 
his brown Capuchin habit, I 
could see that as clear as could 
be, and he was standing on his 
side.” Cosgrove corroborated 
what Tynan saw, saying, “I 
don’t know what drew my 
attention to it, but it was as 


Mass, which was if you turned a light on 
attended by 500 the picture — it became 
people, the illuminated and all of 
prayer group _ we a sudden everything 
had erected 4 changed in the photo 
an enlarged and I could see Padre 


photo which 


Pio in his brown habit 


LOCKET: DANIEL LARSON / PADRE PIO PHOTO: ST SAVIOUR’S CHURCH 


PHOTOS COURTESY WWW.THEMYSTERYMAN.COM 


ABOVE: This inrcedibly realistic full-size model of the body of Jesus Christ has gone on display in Salamanca Cathedral in Spain. 


coming down standing on the 
altar.” While the Church hasn’t 
commented on the alleged 
apparition, Tynan said: “I think, 
because the two of us saw it, it 
proves that it did happen. I’m 
not taken in easily. I know it 
happened and I’m still trying to 
work it out.” irishexaminer.com, 
1 Oct 2022. 


SUE INDRA! 

NN Verma, a senior revenue 
department official in Uttar 
Pradesh, India, caused a stir by 
allegedly recommending official 
action against Lord Indra, the 
god responsible for causing 
rains in Hindu mythology. He 
received a complaint letter from 
farmer Sumit Kumar Yadav 
during a complaint redressal 
day in his village which said 
“All are suffering owing to lack 
of rains. I therefore request you 
[district magistrate] to take 
action against Indra Bhagwan.” 
Verma then reportedly passed 

it on to the magistrate with an 


approval for action against the 
god, without actually reading 
the letter first. He denies 

doing so, despite it bearing 

his signature, claiming, “I was 
shocked to see the letter. It is 

a forgery. I did not forward any 
such letter,” although another 
official said, “Hundreds of 
complaints are received from 
the people... At times, the letters 
are forwarded for further action 
without going through their 
content.” Meanwhile Uttar 
Pradesh farmers are reported 
to have taken matters into their 
own hands and given a lawmaker 
a “muddy bath” in an attempt 
to appease Indra and encourage 
rain. deccanherals.com, 17 Jul 
2022. 


JESUS ON TOUR 

An ultra-lifelike full-size model 
of the body of Jesus, based 

on the image on the Turin 
Shroud, has gone on display in 
Salamanca Cathedral in Spain 
as part of an exhibition entitled 


‘The Mystery Man’, which will 
be embarking on a worldwide 
tour. Made of silicon and latex, 
with real human hair, the body 
weighs 75kg (165.3lb) and is 5ft 
10in (1.8m) tall. It is the product 
of 15 years’ intensive research 
into the image on the Shroud 

by curator Alvaro Blanco, who 
says “No one had dared to make 
a hyper-realistic body like this. 
We have dared and we hope that 
the exhibition will be a complete 
success”. It shows the body with 
rigor mortis and scrupulously 
details every wound inflicted 

on Jesus during the crucifixion, 
including cuts to the head where 
the Crown of Thorns was forced 
onto him, the wound in his side 
from the Holy Lance, as well 

as scratches all over the body 
from when he was scourged 

and mocked, nail wounds to 

the hands and feet and bruised 
shoulders from carrying the 
cross. catholicnewsagency.com, 14 
Oct; dailystar.co.uk, 17 Oct 2022. 
www.themysteryman.com 


MISSPELT LIFE 


Allan Grainger, 61, from Derby- 
shire, was bemused to find he 
had been spelling his name wrong 
all his life. When his daughter 
obtained his birth certificate, she 
found his name was spelt “Alan” 
there. Grainger has used the 
double-L spelling all his life includ- 
ing on his passport and driver’s 
license, and even has two tattoos 
with his name spelt that way. 
dailymail.co.uk, 2 Aug 2022. 


FLORIDA MAN 


Jonathan Crenshaw, a homeless 
artist from South Beach, Florida, 
who has no arms, has been 
arrested for aggravated battery 
after he stabbed Cesar Coronado, 
a tourist from Chicago, using a 
pair of scissors held in his feet. 
“I'm not from here, and this is not 
what | came for. | came for a vaca- 
tion,” Coronado said. ktul.com, 
16 Aug 2022. 


ICE CREAM AHOY! 


Beachgoers in Nantucket, Rhode 
Island, were surprised to see a 
big white object floating in the 
sea. It swiftly drifted to the shore, 
where it became obvious it was 

a freezer. Opening the box, they 
found it was full of ice cream, but 
unfortunately none of it was ed- 
ible. No one though, has reported 
losing a freezer full of ice cream 
so it is not known where it came 
from. nantucketcurrent.com, 5 
Aug 2022. 


BIN AWAY 


Philip Crowther, a reporter cover- 
ing the war in Ukraine, discovered 
a wheelie bin belonging to the 
Test Valley Borough Council in 
Hampshire there, near the Polish 
border. Alerted to its wherea- 
bouts, the council responded: 
“Where in Ukraine is this? I’d just 
like to make sure this collection 
address is added to our fortnightly 
rounds.” Guardian, 17 Jun 2022. 


SHEAR MADNESS 


A 58-year-old man from central 
Tasmania has been arrested 

for animal cruelty after video circu- 
lated of him using a chainsaw to 
shear a sheep. He was shown 
trimming the animal with the saw 
while another man held it down, 
and while the animal showed 
distress it didn’t appear to be 
injured. Gold Coast Bulletin, 30 
Apr 2022. 
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GELLER NATION 


Despite now living in Israel, Uri 
Geller has declared independence 
for the island of Lamb, just off 

the Scottish coast, 13 years after 
he bought it. About the size of a 
football pitch, Lamb now has a flag, 
a constitution and an anthem, but 
remains uninhabited. “Lamb is a 
place like no other,” says Geller, 
“and it deserves its own identity. 
This is a fitting way to do it.” Lamb 
is not the first “micronation” in the 
UK, others include the Kingdom of 
Lovely, based in a London flat, and 
Sealand, probably the best known, 
a former sea fort in the Thames 
Estuary. BBC News, 7 Aug 2022. 


CAVE CANEM 


A group of cavers deep in the 
22-mile- (35km) long Moore Cave 
system in Missouri were startled 
to find a live dog living there in total 
darkness. Having manoeuvred the 
animal out of the caves in a duffel 
bag, they searched for its owner, 
who said the dog, called Abby, 

had gone missing two months 
before and been given up for dead. 
Despite being weak and thin, Abby 
was unharmed and it remains a 
mystery how she got so deep into 
the caves and survived for so long. 
newsweek.com, 8 Aug 2022. 


BEAR-FACED CHEEK 


Car thief Joshua Dobson, 18, 

tried to dodge police when they 
searched his house in Rochdale 

by cutting open a giant teddy and 
hiding inside. However, a police 
spokesperson said officers “no- 
ticed a large bear breathing” and 
found Dobson “hidden inside”. He 
was charged with several vehicle of- 
fences and sentenced to 9 months 
in a young offender’s institution. 
“Hopefully, he has a bearable time 
inside,” added the spokesperson. 
BBC News, 10 Aug 2022. 
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FORTEAN FELONIES 


Our latest charge sheet of weird 
crimes from New York to Nigeria 


ABOVE: A group of young women, dubbed the ‘Green Goblin Gang’, attacked and robbed passengers on the New York subway. 


GOBLIN GIRLS 

New York police are hunting 
for a group of women dressed 
in fluorescent green full-body 
morph suits who got into an 
argument with two girls on the 
subway at Times Square subway 
station. Bystanders filmed 

the incident, in which the two 
girls were attacked and robbed 
of their phones, wallets and 
personal items by the dayglo 
miscreants. “Those poor girls 
were like having to take on like 
10 women and no one really 
knew what was going on,” said 
one witness, who did not want 
to be identified. “It was so 
chaotic.” The attack continued 
for several minutes while the 
train remained in the station, 
after which the group managed 
to flee, still wearing their suits, 
before police arrived. They 
think the attackers, dubbed the 
“Green Goblin Gang” by local 
media, were returning from 
shooting a TikTok video. Four 
of the women have since turned 
themselves in and been charged 
with robbery. fox5ny.com, 4 Oct, 
D.Mail, 18 Oct 2022. 


DONKEY DONG 


Alerted by an evil stench 
emanating from 16 sacks being 


“No one knew 
really knew what 
was going on-it 
was so chaotic” 


exported to China, officials at 
Murtala Muhammed airport 
in Lagos, Nigeria, investigated 
and found they contained 7,000 
donkey penises. Smuggling 
donkey penises and skin 

from Nigeria to China, where 
they are used in a traditional 
medicine called ejiao,isa 
lucrative business: according 
to customs controller Sambo 
Dangaladima this shipment 
would have been worth 200 
million Naira (£416,000). The 
Donkey Dealers Association of 
Nigeria urged the government 
to prosecute those involved in 
the trade as they have invested 
millions in donkey breeding 
and it is sabotaging their 
efforts. msn.com, 8 Sept 2022. 


CRICKET CRIME 

An enterprising gang in 

India created a bogus cricket 
tournament to scam Russian 
online gamblers. They set up a 


fake cricket ground, complete 
with floodlights, recorded 
crowd noise and high-resolution 
cameras and produced 
sophisticated scoring graphics 
for the live stream. For players 
they hired local labourers who 
wore the shirts of famous Indian 
cricket teams and used careful 
camera shots to disguise their 
lack of skill and the location 

of the ground. They got to the 
quarter finals before a tip-off 
led police to the “ground”. 
guardian.com, 11 July 2022. 


SERIAL CURSER 

Following a series of more 

than 10 similar incidents at 
shrines around Matsudo in 
Chiba, Japan, police arrested 
Mitsunobu Hino, 72. He had 
been picked up on CCTV 
breaking into the Mikazukijinja 
shrine and nailing a straw doll 
with a photo of Vladimir Putin’s 
face on it to a sacred tree. The 
photo had the kanji character 
for bad luck written on its 
forehead. Hammering a nail 
into a straw doll representing 
an individual is a traditional 
Japanese method of cursing 
someone, similar to using 
“voodoo” dolls. asahi.com, 16 
June 2022. 


When Canada’s Prime Minister Joe 
Clark was ousted after only six months, 
humourist Allan Fotheringham memorably 
dubbed him a ‘Hiccup of History’. How 
should we describe Truss, been and 
gone in a mere 45 days? A ‘Hiccuplette’? 
Perhaps not. The feminine form (as with, 
say, ‘actress’) has long been infra dig. I 
tentatively suggest a case of ‘Liz-Majesté. 
The Romans had their fair share of 
political instabilities. Take this poem 
of Catullus from the 40s BC when the 
Republic was approaching its death 
throes: What’s up, Catullus? Why do you 
put off dying? That excrescence Nonius is 


squatting in the government chair. Vatinius 


brags about his consulship. What’s up, 
Catullus? Why do you put off dying? 
Nonius was world-famous in this poem. 
Romans and Greeks treated physical 
deformities as a legitimate source of cruel 


fun. Vatinius (mocked Cicero) had a similar 


swelling - a sense of tumour..? When he 
finally became consul in 47 BC, he only 
held office for three weeks. 


Moving to the Empire, Rome had its first 


taste of political instability after Nero’s 
suicide (AD 68) with the so-called ‘Year of 
Four Emperors’. A second round followed 
in 193, after Commodus was strangled in 
his bath on New Year’s Eve by his personal 
trainer. The roof fell in with a vengeance 
in AD 235, the assassination of Alexander 
Severus ushering in 50 years of what 
textbooks call ‘The Age of Anarchy’ - cue 
the Sex Pistols’ “Anarchy in the UK - It’s 
coming sometime...” 

Sources for the first are Tacitus, 
Suetonius, Plutarch, and Dio Cassius. Dio 
again for the second, plus Herodian and 
the so-called ‘Augustan History’ which 
dominates the third period. This last 
demands a few words. It is a collection of 
imperial biographies (a popular genre, 
after Suetonius), purporting to be the 
collective work of six otherwise (to us) 
unknown authors, written in the late-third/ 
early-fourth centuries. Most commentators 
disbelieve this. Thanks, first to the 19th- 
century German Hermann Dessau and the 


20th’s Sir Ronald Syme (who devoted three 


books and many articles to the topic), it is 
now commonly regarded as the production 
of a single unnamed man around AD 395, 
dubbed by Some ‘a rogue grammarian’. 
Worth noting, en passant, that, despite 
this seemingly endless turmoil, the 
Romans clung on to almost their full 
territorial empire - that speaks volumes... 


YOU DON’T 


Nero committed suicide on 9 June 68. 
Leaving no son, this brought the Julio- 
Claudian dynasty to an untimely end. The 
ensuing power vacuum was memorably 
described by Tacitus (Histories, bk1 ch4) 
thus: The Secret of Empire was out. 
Emperors could be made outside of Rome. 

The free-spending Nero was replaced 
by the austerity-minded Galba, a 
septuagenarian general. His penny- 
pinching was immediately 
and fatally unpopular. He 
was lynched after six months 
- perhaps British voters 
missed a chance with George 
Osborne? 

Tacitus (Histories, 1.49) 
hit off a memorable epigram 
to describe Galba: capax 
imperil nisi imperasset - 
unimprovably translated 
by Syme as “a man with a 
glorious future behind him” 
- change the gender and it is 
easily transferred to Truss. 

Next up was Otho (above), an 
effeminate dandy, famous for his ‘good 
hair’, associated with Nero through their 
common femme fatale, Poppa. Wide-scale 
civil war ensued, Otho soon lost hope of 
victory and suicided on the 95th day of his 
reign. 

The victor, Vitellius, notable as the 
fattest of all emperors and former courtier 
of Nero, lasted six months before being 
captured and publicly tortured to death. 
(Sorry to say I share my birthday with 
him.) 

Eventual winner was Vespasian who 
created the Flavian dynasty consisting of 
himself, elder son Titus, possibly poisoned 
by younger sibling Domitian, assassinated 
in AD 96. 

Commodus was succeeded by one-time 
school teacher, the grizzled army veteran 
Pertinax. He made the fatal mistake of 
trying to discipline the preetorian guard, 
which showed its displeasure by killing 
him after a reign of 85 days. 

Having no candidate of their own (as 
they had had with Claudius back in AD 
41), the guards auctioned off the throne to 
the highest bidder. The foolish purchaser 


was a mega-rich senator, Didius Julianus.A : 


clear case of Going Going Gone. 

Didius, who had also had a creditable 
military career, won the bidding war 
by promising 25,000 sesterces to every 
soldier (precursor to “Trussonomics’?). 


OTHO, CAKs. AVG 


278: NOW YOU SEE THEM, NOW 


A disgusted civilian population verbally 
execrated him, this encouraging at least 
three provincial generals to embark on 
civil war. The pampered pretorians, having 
no taste for combat, deserted him, and 

he was slain in the palace by a squaddie 
after 66 days in power. The winner was 
African-born Septimius Severus (193-211), 
after crushing his rivals Albinus and Niger, 
semantically equalling Black and White. 

Septimius bequeathed 
his throne to sons Caracalla 
and Geta. It only took a few 
months for the former to 
liquidate the latter, cynically 
remarking “Let him be a god 
(deus), provided he’s not alive 
(vivus)” 

The rot set in with a 
vengeance during the reign 
of Gallienus, assassinated 
in 268, following a series of 
civil wars beginning in 235. 
From these, I simply mention 
Maximus the Thracian, 
allegedly 8ft 2in (2.49m) tall, capable of 
eating 40-60 pounds of meat a day, swill 
down an amphora of wine, and sweat two 
to three pints worth in the process. 

The ‘Augustan History’ covers this nadir 
by grouping the ephemeral contenders 
under the rubric ‘Thirty Tyrants’. It is 
not always easy to separate fact from 
fiction; Wikipedia provides a list with 
useful commentary. ‘Thirty Tyrants’ is a 
typically silly AH rubric, fitting none of 
the contenders, no doubt intended as an 
echo of the ‘Thirty Tyrants’ of Athens back 
in 404-03. Space limits confine me to select 
examples - the Wikipedia list provides 
individual links. The usual pattern was for 
someone to be proclaimed emperor by his 
troops, then either promptly slain by them 
or in combat with another pretender. 

Victoranus was “slain almost 
immediately”. Likewise, Macrianus, 

Piso, and Valens. Celsus was killed by an 
unidentified woman after seven days, 
Marius after three. One woman, Victoria, 
went the same way after her proclamation. 

Obvious parallels here with Truss 
and Kwarteng. Edward Gibbon (DFRE, 
ch10) summed up thus: There is not any 
difficulty in conceiving that the successive 
murders of so many emperors had 
loosened all the ties of allegiance between 
the prince and people. Mutatis Mutandis, 
that may be said to apply to the Tory Party, 
both within and without. 
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ARCHAZOLOGY A MONTHLY EXCAVATION OF ODDITIES AND ANTIQUITIES 


RECORD PHALLUS CARVING 
Phallic representations and amulets were 
common in ancient Rome, as they were 
considered to be good luck symbols and 
heralds of favourable omens. Pagan religions 
associated them with natural fecundity, and 
the phallic symbols represented the fertility 
god Fascinus, warding off the “evil eye”. 
Soldiers carried small phallic amulets as 
symbols of virility. Phalluses were common 
in homes and military camps, but the size 
of one recently discovered was not at all 
common. Over 18in (46cm) long, the bas- 
relief phallus was found in El Higuer6én 
(municipality of Nueva Carteya, Cordoba, 
southern Spain), carved on a cornerstone of 
a large building. This was built over an even 
older Iberian settlement, dating from the 
5th century BC. Its sturdy, terraced walls 6ft 
(1.8m) thick, made of large limestone blocks, 
once supported a tower-shaped edifice, 
65x55ft (20x17m), with a still unknown 
function. 

Underground storerooms for agricultural 
products have been discovered, along 
with various construction materials like 
fragments of stucco, Roman concrete (opus 
caementicium), black and white blocks, tiles 
and storage containers with lids. The building 
was abandoned by the Romans during 
the first century Flavian dynasty, and later 
renovated by the Moors during their Iberian 
reign. When the Christians drove out the 
Moors in the 13th century, the building was 
abandoned and forgotten until rediscovered 
in the 1960s. elpais.com, 25 Aug 2022. 


ASYMMETRICAL DICE 


Archeeologists regularly unearth asymmetrical 


dice from the Roman Empire — and of 
course the asymmetry had an impact on 
probabilities. The exacting nature of modern 
six-sided cubed dice evens out probabilities 
when rolling a single die, but those playing 
dice-based games at the time of the 
Roman Empire may not have worried about 
probabilities, believing dice games were a 
“product of fate”. 

The popular game of the day, taberna 


(similar to backgammon), featured dice made 


of bone, metal, or clay. American researchers 
studied 28 well-dated Roman-period dice and 
found that 24 of them were asymmetrical. 
Some were so anti-cube-like that the highly 
parallelepiped dice (meaning all of its faces 
are parallelograms) had one side over 50 per 
cent longer than the short side. “We argue 
that such extreme variation was acceptable 
because makers and users understood 

roll outcomes as the product of fate, rather 
than chance or probability,” the researchers 
say in their paper, published in the journal 
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ABOVE: The 18-inch phallus carving discovered in Nueva Carteya in southern Spain. 


Archeological and Anthropological Sciences. 


“Conforming to a true symmetrical cube was 
not perceived as essential to die function, 
and asymmetrical forms were tolerated as 
simply a part of the acceptable range in 
shape variation.” In Roman times, according 
to the research, the difference in the sizes of 
the sides could impact the odds of a single 


die, on average, anywhere from a modern-day : 


convention of 1-in-6 to as much as 1-in-2.4. 
“Today’s preference for a cubic, rather than 
an asymmetrical form, as well as a broad 
understanding of probability,” the paper 
says, “contrasts that of the Roman world 
as well as that of some of its neighbours.” 
popularmechanics.com, 8 Aug 2022. 


EARLIEST AMPUTATION 

The earliest evidence of surgical amputation 
has been discovered in a cave called Liang 
Tebo, in East Kalimantan, Indonesian 
Borneo, a place that has some of the world’s 
earliest rock art. A skeleton of a boy aged 
about 11, dated to around 31,000 years 
ago by radioisotope analysis, shows the 

left lower leg and foot surgically amputated, 
but also revealed that the child lived for 

up to nine more years. Researchers said 

it shows foraging groups in tropical Asia 

had sophisticated medical skills, including 
preventing infection using plants with 
antiseptic and pain-relieving properties. “This 
community had a thorough understanding 
of veins, vessels, muscles and tissues,” 
said Dr Tim Maloney of Griffith University 

in Queensland. “[The discovery] overturns 
or rewrites the history of human medical 
knowledge.” Before this discovery, it had 


been widely accepted that amputation was 

a guaranteed death sentence until about 
10,000 years ago. Until now, the earliest 
known successful amputation happened to a 
Neolithic farmer from France around 5000 BC. 
His left forearm was surgically removed and 
then partially healed. BBC News, D.Telegraph, 
Guardian, <i> 8 Sept 2022. 


EARLY EAR OPERATION 

As reported in Nature, Stone Age surgeons 
carried out what may have been the earliest 
ear operation, cutting through bone with a hot 
flint to drain an internal infection. The skull 

of a woman uncovered at a megalithic burial 
mound near Burgos in Spain has revealed 
signs of what would have been a brutally blunt 
medical procedure. The woman underwent 
the same procedure on both sides of her 
skull around 5,300 years ago, moving back 
the first-known example of ear surgery close 
to four millennia from operations performed 
in the proto-Byzantine era in Greece. After 
examining the skull found at El Pendén 
dolmen in 2018, researchers concluded 

that the woman had two mastoidectomy 
surgeries, in which a hole is made in the skull 
to access the middle ear. D.Telegraph, 15 
Mar 2022. 


ATIL FOUND? 

Archeeologists claim to have discovered 
Atil, the capital of the mediaeval ‘Jewish’ 
Khazar Khaganate, in Russia’s Astrakhan 
Oblast, near the Caspian Sea. They have 
unearthed thousands of artefacts, including 
a drawing of what seems to be a menorah — 
a seven-branched candelabrum that stood 
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ABOVE LEFT: A piece of decorated clay from the dig in Astrakhan Oblast — an artefact of the lost city of Ati? ABOVE RIGHT: The St Edmund silver penny unearthed in Norfolk 
had been hammered into a pendant with the cross facing outwards. BELOW: The statue of aquatic ape theorist Elaine Morgan unveiled in Mountain Ash, South Wales. 


in the heart of ancient Jewish Temples. 

The excavation also unearthed part of a 
medizeval fortress about 18m (59ft) long and 
more than 4m (13ft) wide. 

The lost city of Atil was never identified 
with certainty despite multiple excavation 
expeditions at different sites across the 
region. One popular theory claimed the city 
was washed away by the rising water level 
of the Caspian. The Khazar Khaganate was 
a Turkic kingdom that spanned the Eurasian 
steppes between the 7th and 11th centuries 
AD. Its territory is believed to have extended 
from the Volga and Don rivers in the north to 
the Caucasus mountains and the Crimean 
peninsula in the south, and from the Black 
Sea in the west to the Caspian Sea in the 
east. The Khaganate acted as a buffer state 
between the Byzantine Empire, the Muslim 
Caliphates, and the nomadic tribes of the 
Eurasian steppes. It also played a vital role in 
early Russian history. 

According to some Muslim and Jewish 
sources, the Khazars, or at least some of 
them, converted to Judaism in a series 
of mass conversions. The scope of these 
conversions, their dates, and the reasons 
behind them remain a mystery. Some have 
suggested the Khazars were the progenitors 
of Ashkenazi Jews, but this theory is met 
with great scepticism by scholars and rabbis 
alike as linguistic and genetic studies have 
failed to establish a link between the Khazars 
and Ashkenazi Jewry. ynetnews.com, 8 Sept 
2022. 


POGROM EVIDENCE 

DNA evidence has suggested that bodies 
found at the bottom of a medizeval well in 
Norwich were victims of 12th century anti- 
Semitic violence. They were discovered in 
2004 during an excavation of a site in the city 
centre. The well contained the remains of at 
least 17 people, mostly children, six of whom 
have had their DNA analysed. This showed 

a strong genetic link with modern Ashkenazi 
Jews, making them the oldest Jewish 
genomes to have been sequenced. Four of 


the probable victims were relatives, including 
: three young sisters, aged five to 10 years 


old, 10 to 15 years old and a young adult. 


Their DNA included variants associated with 


genetic diseases more commonly found in 
Ashkenazi Jewish populations today. The 


findings were consistent with them being 
: victims of an anti-Semitic massacre in 1190. 
This was recorded by the chronicler Ralph de 


Diceto in his Imagines Historiarum II, where 
he wrote: “Accordingly on 6th February [in 
1190] all the Jews who were found in their 


own houses at Norwich were butchered; 


some had taken refuge in the castle.” BBC 
News, 30 Aug 2022. 


PENNY PENDANT 


A St Edmund memorial penny worn by a 


Viking to “advertise his Christianity” has 


been found by a metal detectorist. The 
Anglo-Saxon king was killed by the Vikings 

in AD 869, laid to rest at Bury St Edmunds, 
Suffolk, and made a saint shortly afterwards. 
Within two generations, the pagan Vikings 
went from killing Edmund to striking coins 

in his name to wear as converts. The AD 
890-915 silver coin was found at Congham, 
near King’s Lynn. Norfolk Coroner’s Court 


declared it treasure. 

“St Edmund memorial pennies were struck 
by Vikings who [had] become Christians so 
the wearer could advertise his Christianity,” 
said Mr Marsden, from the Norfolk Historic 
Environment Service. “In the 910s, around 
the time this coin was struck, you’ve got King 
Edward the Elder moving east and north to 
reconquer East Anglia, which the Vikings held 
since they killed King Edmund.” BBC News, 7 
Aug 2022. 


MORGAN MEMORIALISED 

On 18 March 2022, a statue of Elaine 
Morgan was unveiled in Mountain Ash, South 
Wales, the second of five sculptures planned 
in a government-backed project highlighting 
the historic women of Wales. Morgan (1920- 
2013), author of The Descent of Woman 
(1972), championed the controversial 
“aquatic ape hypothesis” first propounded 
by Sir Alister Hardy in 1960. While some 
scientists see merit in the theory, most 

are dismissive. For example, Mark Maslin, 
Professor of Earth System Science at 
University College London, opined: “Raising a 
statue of Elaine Morgan would be like having 
a statue to Samuel Shenton, who set up the 
Flat Earth Society in 1956. The aquatic ape 
hypothesis is a failed scientific theory that 
has been completely disproved.” 

The Gang of Fort feels the professor 
protests too much. For various arguments 
in support of the theory, see Morgan’s 
obituary [FT313:24]. And in 2016, Sir David 
Attenborough presented a documentary 
called The Waterside Ape, which maintained 
the theory had renewed relevance, but this 
proved controversial. 

Monumental Welsh Women, the group 
behind Morgan’s statue, said it honoured her 
career as a feminist and writer and insisted 
her evolutionary theories were growing 
in popularity. Last September the group 
unveiled a statue in Cardiff to Betty Morgan, 
a black teacher, which was the first statue of 
a non-fictional woman in Wales. D.Telegraph, 
19 Mar 2022. 
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DAMNED DATA, NEW DISCOVERIES AND RADICAL RESEARCH 


Finger on the pulse? 


The scientific consensus over Havana 
Syndrome has shifted. Previously some 
claimed that it was triggered by the sound of 
crickets or pesticides, or was of psychogenic 
origin (what would once have been called 
“mass hysteria”). Now it is now widely 
accepted to be the result of radiofrequency 
pulses. This is still a shift akin to biologists 
announcing that bigfoot is real after years of 
dismissing it as a myth. 

The first cases were recorded in 2017, 
when US diplomatic staff in Cuba reported 
strange grating or clicking sounds which 
disappeared when they moved. These 
sounds were accompanied by symptoms 
including ear pain, headaches, dizziness, 
loss of balance and nausea, which 
sometimes persisted for months. Some of 
the victims suffered from ‘cognitive deficits’ 
afterwards, with impairments including 
difficulty with memory, learning or intellectual 
tasks. In 2018, American diplomats in China 
reported similar symptoms, repeated in 
2019 in Washington DC, and in 2021 Vienna, 
Bogota and Hanoi. In all of these clusters the 
people affected were US embassy personnel 
or those around them, plus some Canadian 
diplomats in the Havana case. 

Scepticism was fuelled by the unusual 
nature of the condition, and the spread, 
which is reminiscent of mass psychogenic 
outbreaks spreading between schools, 
convents and monasteries. Perhaps the 
biggest reason for not wishing to treat 
Havana Syndrome as a physical condition 
is its similarity to the symptoms reported 
by self-identified Targeted Individuals who 
have long claimed to be covertly victimised 
by gangs or government agencies using 
electromagnetic weapons (See FT305:40- 
47). Such claims are not taken seriously, 
and a protective ‘tinfoil hat’ against this type 
of attack is synonymous with craziness. 

In June, the Biden administration 
announced six-figure pay-outs to confirmed 
Havana Syndrome victims, ranging from 
$140k to $180k, a definitive sign of 
accepting the reality of the condition. 

In February the University of Texas hosted 
a multidisciplinary symposium on Havana 
Syndrome, with ear, nose, and throat 
specialists, neurologists, psychiatrists and 
others including someone with the condition. 
Some of the 250 potential Havana Syndrome 
cases considered by the symposium could 
be classified under existing disorders, in 
particular traumatic brain injury, persistent 
postural-perceptual dizziness, vestibular 
migraines and functional neurological 
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We need a test to 
determine whether or 
not someone is suffering 


from Havana Syndrome 
———————————— eee 


disorders. But other combinations of 
symptoms had not been seen together 
previously and 24 cases were classified as a 
new condition. 

Dr James Giordano, who organised the 
symposium, says there are about 100 
more cases in the verification and validation 
process and notes that the majority are 
employed either directly or indirectly by the 
US Government, implying that there are 
some who are not part of the usual group. 
However, this does not mean that Giordano 
has confirmed Havana Syndrome among 
Targeted Individuals, as has been claimed. 

“There have been several hundred 
reports to date of individuals who have 
suspected that subjective symptoms and 
what they consider to be objective signs 
may be representative of events similar to 
those incurred by personnel in Havana in 
2016,” says Giordano. “These reports have 
consistently proven to be representative 
of conditions and/or disorders that are not 
regarded as indicative of the events and 
effects incurred by personnel working at the 
US Embassy in Havana.” 

We need a test to determine whether or 
not someone is suffering from actual Havana 
Syndrome, and this may soon be possible. 
Neurolign Technology, an established US 
medical company, produce a device which 
resembles virtual reality goggles and which 
can administer a series of eye-tracking 
tests. The wearer carries out tasks such 
as following a moving target horizontally 
or vertically, or looking away from a target. 
The device precisely tracks eye movement, 
an established clinical method of checking 


brain function. Working with clinical partners 
including the US Navy, Neurolign have 
developed oculomotor tests to diagnose 
neurological conditions including concussion 
or PTSD. The makers say that the patterns of 
“convergence”, when the eyes focus on an 
approaching object, or “divergence” with a 
receding object, indicates a clear difference 
between Havana Syndrome patients and 
those with concussions or control subjects. 
This is being explored as a simple, objective 
way of detecting the presence of Havana 
Syndrome. Meanwhile, the Pentagon is also 
working on wearable miniature detectors to 
pick up the invisible electromagnetic pulse 
that is believed to cause the syndrome. 

The one thing that is still conspicuously 
missing is the hardware involved. 
Researchers such as Professor James Lin 
of the University of Illinois, Chicago, suggest 
that Havana Syndrome is caused by a tightly 
focused, high-power pulse of microwaves 
causing sudden thermal expansion inside 
the brain. Laboratory demonstrations 
transmitted sounds directly into the skull, 
known as the Frey Effect. A high-power device 
could cause damage similar to concussion, 
but this has never been demonstrated. 

Nobody in the US military establishment, 
or anywhere else, has admitted to 
developing any such device. The US military 
explored a similar concept called MEDUSA 
in the early 2000s, but this did not progress 
to a working prototype. Microwave weapons 
under development to bring down drones 
employ lower power levels. 

Official reports have hedged on whether 
Havana Syndrome is caused by deliberate 
attacks. The USSR famously used a remote 
microwave beam to power a bug in the US 
Embassy in Moscow in the 1940s, anda 
similar technology may be at work here. 
However, by now the operators will be aware 
of its medical effects, so the results since 
2018 have not been accidental. 

Havana Syndrome has crossed the 
great divide from unexplained and highly 
controversial phenomenon to accepted 
scientific reality. But many big questions 
remain unanswered about exactly what 
causes it, who is responsible and why.If a 
novel type of weapon is involved, then it is 
likely to be replicated, first perhaps by the US 
military and then by other countries. Further 
outbreaks seem inevitable. 

For previous coverage, see FT359:22, 
360:14, 363:4, 370:26-27, 382:10-11, 
389:26-27, 401:9, 407:21, 411:26, 414:8, 
417:28 


MEDICAL BAG 


LONG-LOST LENSES 

A video by California 
ophthalmologist Katerina 
Kurteeva went viral after she 
posted it on Instagram. It showed 
her carefully removing 23 old 
contact lenses from a patient’s 
eye. The elderly patient is 
believed to have had them stuck 
in her eye for months or possibly 
years, as some of them had been 
there long enough to turn green. 
“T have carefully separated all 
the contact lenses and counted 
a total of 23. I had to use a very 
fine surgical instrument, a 
jeweller forceps, to separate the 
contact lenses,” said Kurteeva. 
“They were essentially glued 
together after sitting under the 
eyelid.” Her patient said she 
often forgot she had contact 
lenses in when she went to bed 
and kept adding new ones in the 
morning. This was not actually a 
record though: in 2017, 27 lenses 
were extracted from the eyes 

of a 67-year-old British woman. 
odditycentral.com, 12 Oct 2022. 


ASSORTED BATTERIES 

A 66-year-old woman admitted 
to St Vincent’s hospital in Dublin 
was found to have swallowed 55 
AA and AAA batteries when she 
was X-rayed, the highest number 
ever reported as being ingested 
by one person. The X-ray showed 
“multiple batteries” distributed 
through her stomach and 
intestines, but as all were intact 
and there was no obstruction or 
perforation, medics decided to 
let nature take its course. Over 
the subsequent week the patient 
passed five of the batteries, 

but with no sign of the rest 
emerging the surgeons decided 
to operate. They extracted 46 
from her stomach and “milked” 
the remainder from her colon 
into her rectum where they 

were removed “using an anal 
retractor and a long forceps”. 
irishexaminer.com, 15 Sept 2022. 


SPOONFUL 

In the Muzaffarnagar district of 
Uttar Pradesh, India, 32-year- 
old Vijay Kumar was admitted 
to hospital suffering from 
stomach pain. When X-rayed, the 


ABOVE: California ophthalmologist 
removed 23 contact lenses from a 
patients eye. RIGHT: An X-ray shows the 
collectionof batteries swallowed by a 
patient at St Vincent’s Hospital, Dublin. 
FAR RIGHT: The 63 spoons removed 
from the stomach of Vijay Kumar. 


cause was found to be 62 steel 
spoons, which Kumar admitted 
swallowing over the course 

of a year. Surgeons operated 
and removed the accumulated 
cutlery in an operation lasting 
two hours. Also in India, a 
36-year-old man in Rajasthan, 
admitted to hospital with 
abdominal pains, was found 

to have a large metal lump 

in his stomach made up of 63 
small value coins. These were 
extracted over two days using an 
“endoscopic procedure” after 
which the man was referred 
for psychiatric treatment as he 
admitted to swallowing coins 
whenever he felt depressed. 
india.com, 29 Sept 2022. 


SICK 

Kindt Clinics in Amsterdam, 
which treats phobias such as 
fear of heights, aversion to 
needles and claustrophobia, is 
advertising a job for someone 
who can vomit at will. One of the 
common phobias the clinic deals 
with is a fear of vomiting, and 
they need someone to take part 
in sessions with patients where 


Another round of self-inflicted surgery for eaters of batteries, coins and 
spoons, plus forgetful contact lens wearers and unfortunate orgasms 


they will vomit when required 
to allow the patient to face their 
phobia. The part-time post is 

to replace the clinic’s previous 
vomiter, who has retired, and 
the ad and has received more 
than 100 applications. “NowI 
can finally share my art: vomit 
on command! If the clinic is 
still looking for people, I would 
like to register here,” wrote one 


applicant. nltimes.nl, 4 Sept 2022. 


ORGASM ALLERGY 

Medics have discovered 60 
cases of men who are allergic 
to their own orgasms. For up 

to two days after ejaculation, 
sufferers can experience fever, 
a cough, sneezing, muscle 
weakness, hives and itchy eyes, 
and some suffer problems with 
mood, speech, concentration 
and memory. Researchers have 
named it post-orgasmic illness 
syndrome and believe it is an 


allergic or autoimmune response 
to the men’s own sperm. Andrew 
Shanholtzer, from Oakland 
University, California, said that 
the syndrome usually starts 
with an injury or infection in 
the testicles that allows tiny 
amounts of sperm to leak into 
the bloodstream, causing the 
body to mount an immune 
response against it. He says 
that “many health providers do 
not know about it, let alone the 
public. It is more than likely 
that it is underdiagnosed.” 
Shanholtzer and his team have 
successfully treated a 27-year- 
old man who had suffered from 
the syndrome since he was 18 
and had given up on romance. 
They gave him the long-acting 
antihistamine fexofenadine, 
which reduced his symptoms by 
90 per cent and enabled him to 
resurrect his love life. Times, 12 
Oct 2022. 
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INSTAGRAM / KATERINA KURTEEVA @CALIFORNIA EYE ASSOCIATION 


CARLO ZANNI 


STRANGE DAYS 


STRANGE CONTINENT | 


NEW LANDS 

This year saw extremely low 
levels of rainfall across Europe, 
and some lakes and reservoirs 
dried up (see FT424:19, 21). 
Lake Constance, at the border 
of Germany, Austria and 
Switzerland, is among the 
largest European lakes, and 
sank considerably, revealing a 
“new island” in the Gnadensee 
near Reichenau island. This 
gravel bank is a well-known 
topographic feature called 
StraBenrain Island. Normally 
well below water, itis completely 
revealed when the lake level 
sinks to 2.37m (7ft 8in); as it was 
reported to be at 2.48m (8ft lin) 
at its lowest, what was seen this 
summer must have been only 
the tip of the island, although 
one newspaper said that a 
sandbank was already visible 
on 16 August. Siidkurier, 17 Aug; 
Stuttgarter Nachrichten, Blick, 
Web.de, 18 Aug 2022. 

Then, one of the most 
fascinating megalithic sites of 
the whole Iberian peninsula 
resurfaced when the level of the 
Valdecafias reservoir (which is 
fed by the river Tejo and lies 
in Caceres province) dropped 
and revealed a submerged 
dolmen dubbed the “Spanish 
Stonehenge” as it was so large 
and impressive. The Dolmen of 
Guadalperal, dated to 5000 BC 
by the press (actually 3000 BC), 
consists of more than 140 stones 
which form the 5m (16ft) long 
chamber, which is surrounded 
by a large circle of kerb stones. 
The dolmen was only discovered 
in 1925 and became submerged 
when the dam was built by the 
Franco regime in 1963, but it 
reappeared during the drought 
of 2019. “It’s a rare opportunity 
to be able to access it,” said 
archeologist Enrique Cedillo 
from Complutense University, 
Madrid; local tour operator 
Ruben Argentas was also happy, 
although for different reasons: 
“The dolmen emerges and then 
the dolmen tourism begins!” [R] 
18 Aug 2022. 
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ABOVE: The Dolmen of Guadaperal revea 


ULRICH MAGIN rounds up the Euro-weirdness, from 
big cats and mystery ice falls to a German tree-man 


led by low water levels. BELOW: The panther (or house cat?) fimed by Carlo Zanni. 


ALIEN BIG CATS 

There has been an increase in 
sightings of smaller exotic cats 
recently, the latest instance 
being a serval with young 

that strolled through Ghent, 
Belgium, in July. The animals 
were seen in at least two 
different locations in the city 
over a few days and photos were 
taken. Servals are wild cats of 
sub-Saharan Africa and grow to 
2ft (60cm) at the shoulder, but 
enough people keep them as 
pets (although not in Belgium, 
where it is illegal) that they 
escape occasionally. Nico 

De Craene of the Ghent fire 
brigade warned that the adult 
serval, protecting its young, 
might become dangerous if it 
felt threatened. “We ask people 
to immediately inform the fire 
brigade when they come across 
the animal. It may be compared 
to a small panther and is very 
quick and agile. A serval may 
easily jump to a height of 3.5m 
[11ft 5in].” It is the third time 
within the last few years that 
servals have been seen in Ghent 
and reported to the authorities. 
www.vrt.be, 23 July 2022. 


The panther 
moves among 
the rocks and 
disappears 


Panthers often make 
headlines in Italy, and this time 
reports and a video came from 
the north of the country in the 
Lake Iseo region. A big black 
cat was spotted on 31 July, in 
Solto Collina, by Carlo Zanni 
of Albino. He was celebrating 
his birthday with friends when, 
looking out of a window towards 
the lake, he saw and filmed the 
animal as it climbed the cliff of 
a nearby quarry. The panther, 
which looks large and powerful, 
moves among the rocks and 
then disappears into a wood on 
top of the cliffs, at which point 
it rather resembles a house 
cat. Mr Zanni’s video preserves 
the reactions of those present: 
one wonders if it was just a cat, 
although one “weighing at least 
20kg [441b]”; another says that 
it is “immense — it must be at 
least a metre high.” The region 
has many rumours about the 
“Panther of the Peat Bogs”, a 
nature reserve and swamp next 
to Lake Iseo. This beast was 
first seen on 31 July 2015 in the 
Sebino Torbiere Nature Reserve 
by a truck driver standing in 
a petrol station. Police closed 
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and combed the area, but 
could not find any trace of 

the big cat. A few months 

later, a citizen of Provaglio 
d’'Iseo told authorities he had 
“accidentally bought a panther 
as a kitten, thinking it was a 
Maine Coon. Coons can weigh 
up to 15kg (331b), but his ‘cat’ 
began to grow even larger and, 
at a certain point, ran away.” 

In the months following this 
revelation, further sightings 
accumulated (some even close 
to a large shopping centre), 
but the cat was never caught. 
This new sighting is the first for 
some years. primabergamo.it, 1 
Oct 2022. 


ICE FALLS 

Cryometeors, or ice falls, 

are among the chief fortean 
phenomena. Many instances 
were collected by the old 
master himself, including 
many for which the now 
common explanation that they 
fell from an aircraft cannot 
apply. In the following two 
cases from Germany this year, 
the media have also assumed 
the blocks of ice came from a 
plane - or a flying saucer. 

The first incident was 
reported from Eichstatt in 
Bavaria. Georg and Susanne 
Bergér were alarmed early in 
the morning when they heard 
a loud crashing noise from 
their garden. At first, they 
were unconcerned, as “there 
had been such high winds all 
night that we thought it was 
something ordinary”. But when 
the husband raised the window 
blind he saw a large crater in 
their lawn. It measured about 
a metre (39in) in diameter 
and was full of white snow 
and blocks of ice up to 20cm 
(8in) long. “I won’t touch it!” 
Georg told reporters. “Why, the 
stuff might be radioactive.” 
His wife jokingly added that 
“if a Martian crawls out from 
underneath we’ll inform you.” 
donaukurier.de, 17 Mar 2022. 

The second case also 
happened in Bavaria 
one morning in March. A 
34-year-old mother was in a 
playground in Vaterstetten- 
Baldham with her two-year-old 


ABOVE LEFT: The icy crater left in the Bergérs’ lawn. ABOVE RIGHT: An ice fragment preserved at a Bavarian police station. 


STRANGE DAYS 


POLICE INSPECTORATE POING 


daughter on 25 March when, 
out of a clear blue sky, a large 
block of ice impacted close to 
them and exploded into many 
chips. The block of ice had a 
diameter of 25cm (10in). Police 
were alerted and reported that 
“luckily, no one was injured”. 
They inquired at Munich 
airport if ice that fell froma 
plane might be poisonous - but 
the airport could not trace any 
air traffic above the impact site 
for 9.45am and promised to 
further investigate. Fragments 
of the ice were preserved in a 
freezer at Poing police station 
for further analysis. Merkur 
Online, 29 Mar 2022. 

There are cases of falling 
chunks of ice where the 
explanation is less mysterious, 
such as the large pieces of 
frozen water that hit and killed 
two climbers on 27 May at the 
Grand Combin Mountains in 
Canton Vaud, Switzerland. 
These blocks of ice are called 
seracs — columns of glacier 
ice that can come loose in a 
crevasse. 

Yet even if the process by 
which atmospheric chunks 
of ice are formed is known, 
as with hailstones, they can 
arrive with a force and of a 
size that is unprecedented. 
This was tragically proved 
in Catalonia at the end of 
August 2022 when a heavy 
thunderstorm accompanied 
by hail hit the province of 
Girona in Spain. The sky 
opened and down punched 
hail stones “like artillery fire”, 
some reaching 10cm (4in) in 


diameter. “It was as if we 

were being bombarded”, one 
eyewitness later told the press. 
The storm was over in a mere 
10 minutes, but in the village 
of La Bisbal d’Emporda a 
father who had been walking 
with his one-year-old daughter 
was surprised by the hail and 
took his child into his arms to 
protect her, but to no avail—a 
large hailstone hit her and she 
later died in hospital. This, 
luckily, was the only fatality, 
but more than 50 Catalans 
were severely injured. The last 
time hail of such a size had 
been recorded by the Spanish 
meteorological office was 20 
years ago, and the last time 
hail had been so harmful was 
in 1986 at Pla de Lleida, also 
in Catalonia. spiegel.de, 28 May; 
stuttgarter-nachrichten.de, 31 
Aug; lavanguardia.com, 1 Sept; 
Kolner Stadt-Anzeiger, 2 Sept 
2022. 


AIR MYSTERY 

A minor mystery shocked 
Germany on 4 September 
when a Cessna 551 flown by 
Cologne businessman Peter 
Griesemann became a ghost 
plane. Griesemann took off in 
Spain with his wife Juliane, 
his daughter Lisa and her 
boyfriend on board. Shortly 
after take-off, radio contact 

to the plane was lost and it 
continued to fly, possibly by 
auto-pilot, until it was over the 
Baltic where it started to circle 
until it crashed into the sea off 
Latvia. By October, the wreck 
of the plane had been located 


on the sea bed at a depth of 
60m (200 ft) and plans were 
made to retrieve it to find out 
more about what had actually 
happened on the fateful flight. 
As neither flight- nor voice- 
recorder was on board, finding 
the cause of the accident will 
not be easy, explained Germout 
Freitag of the German Federal 
Bureau of Aircraft Accident 
Investigation (BFU). He 
thought the position of the 
levers might help investigators 
solve part of the puzzle. web.de, 
5 Sept; fnp.de, 12 Oct 2022. 


TREE-MAN ATTACKS 

A strange crime was committed 
in the city park of Ingolstadt, 
Germany, on 10 August. A 
45-year-old woman was cycling 
through the park with her 
husband when suddenly a tree 
jumped into her path. Shocked, 
the woman fell and injured 
herself. The tree was actually 
aman dressed in plastic ivy 
leaves who had lain in wait in 
a large flower pot. When the 
woman approached, the ‘tree- 
man’ suddenly jumped out of 
the pot with outstretched arms 
and ran towards her. The tree 
seemed to be as shocked as 
the cyclist, and when she fell 
he offered her his assistance 

- but then disappeared, 
carrying his large flowerpot. 
“Police are now looking for 
other witnesses to the strange 
situation.” Was this a prank for 
some social media platform 

or perhaps a strange kind of 
environmental protest? Die 
Rheinpfalz, 12 Aug 2022. 
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STRANGE DAYS 


CURSED FRIDGE 

During July and early August 
several posters appeared in the 
area around Old Street tube 
station in London advertising a 
“cursed fridge —- free to collect” 
and explaining exactly why 

the owners were giving the 
fridge away. “My stepmother 
had a heart attack on our 
kitchen floor in the middle of 
an electrical storm, and her 
soul was transferred into the 
computer unit of our smart 
fridge,” and, it seems, this has 
caused the owner some serious 
problems. “She has been subtly 
undermining me ever since, 
commenting on how many slices 
of cheese I’ve eaten, or whether 
I’ve properly put the lid back 

on something.” After putting 

up with this for a while, the 
owner appears to have reached 
the end of their tether: “I’m 
starting to feel it is completely 
unreasonable that she’s decided 
to live in our fridge, judging me 
on my culinary decisions. She 
has to go.” They are optimistic 
that the possessed nature of the 
appliance will not be a problem 
for future owners saying: “Aside 
from the soul within, the fridge 
itself is in complete working 
order, and I’m sure the unit 
would be far more agreeably 
housed with someone who hadn’t 
forced their ‘perfect child’ into a 
life of ‘mediocre servitude’.” The 
number given, though, does not 
belong to an individual, but toa 
kitchen showroom in Vauxhall, 
south London, who report 
receiving “maybe 100 calls” 
about the possessed fridge, but 
deny that it’s a publicity stunt to 
drum up business. londonworld. 
com, 6 Aug 2022. 


VESSEL OF THE RITUAL OF 
DAMNATION 

Blogger Max Read recently 
highlighted an unusual item 
his friend Sam discovered 
while buying a vintage mouse 
mat on eBay. The seller, a tech 
charity called Not 4 Profit Inc., 
that says it recycles old tech for 
the benefit of disadvantaged 
communities, was largely selling 
a mixture of unremarkable old 
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‘CURSED ITEMS 


CURSED FRIDGE 


(free to collect) 


MY STEPMOTHER HAD A HEART ATTACK ON OUR KITCHEN FLOOR IN THE 
MIDDLE OF AN ELECTRICAL STORM, AND HER SOUL WAS TRANSFERRED INTO 
THE COMPUTER UNIT OF OUR SMART FRIDGE. 

SHE HAS BEEN SUBTLY UNDERMINING ME EVER SINCE, COMMENTING ON 
HOW MANY PROCESSED CHEESE SLICES I'VE EATEN, OR WHETHER I'VE PUT 
PROPERLY A LID BACK ON A THING. 

WHILST MY WIFE FINDS COMFORT IN HER MOTHER'S STILL BEING AROUND, 
I'M STARTING TO FEEL IT COMPLETELY UNREASONABLE THAT SHE'S 
DECIDED TO LINGER IN OUR FRIDGE, JUDGING ME ON MY CULINARY 
DECISIONS. 

SHE HAS TO GO, 

ASIDE FROM THE SOUL WITHIN, THE FRIDGE ITSELF IS INCOMPLETE 
WORKING ORDER, AND I'M SURE THE UNIT WOULD BE FAR MORE AGREEABLY 
HOUSED WITH SOMEONE WHO HADN'T FORCED THEIR ‘PERFECT CHILD’ INTO 
4 LIFE OF ‘MEDIOCRE SERVITUDE.’ 


CONTACT TIPPER ON: 020 7805 2700 


ABOVE: One of the posters seen around the Old Street area of London. BELOW: 
‘The Vessel of the Ritual of Damnation’, as seen on eBay. FACING PAGE: A man 
and a woman taking a Hello Kitty toy from a wrecked car, and the returned toy. 


electronics, but in among this 
there was a listing for something 
described as “The Vessel of 

the Ritual of Damnation -a 
Sorcerers Lens”, with a “buy 

it now” price of $13,333.33 (an 
80% reduction on its initial 
price of $66,666.66). The listing 
details the purpose of the vessel. 
It seems that it was created for a 
specific ritual that places three 
permanent marks on the lateral 
and medial muscles of the 

right eye as confirmation of the 
bearer’s commitment to serving 
“the master’s commands” 
forever. It also claims that the 
biblical imprecation “If thy right 
eye offend thee, pluck it out” 

is a reference to the spell cast 
using this type of ritual object. 
The listing then goes on to 
helpfully promise that while the 
information 
provided 
on the site 
does not go 
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into the full details of its purpose 
and method of use, these will be 
provided to the purchaser with 
the Vessel. 

It seems that Sam was not 
the first person to notice and 
take an interest in the item; a 
YouTuber named Erik Markham 
also spotted the Vessel and made 
a short video about it, having, 
he claims, been given access to 
the object by the owner. In the 
video, Markham is seen visiting 
a remote, gated estate and being 
shown the Vessel, which, he 
says, is kept in an ammunition 
box lined with Bibles and only 
handled with tongs, as anyone 
touching it risks falling under 
a curse. He also claims to throw 
light on the origin and use of 
the item, which he says was 

“commissioned 

by the 
» Grand 
Orient of 
’ France” 


A possessed fridge containing the soul of a nagging mother, Swedish 
glassware posing as an occult vessel and a dead man's cuddly toy 


but actually created in Italy 

in the 1970s to carry out a 
ritual that can be traced back 
to Roman times, and that its 
manufacture was an arduous 
process that included child 
sacrifice. The vessel was 
apparently placed in front ofa 
film arc light so that light shone 
through it into the supplicant’s 
eye, burning the marks into 

it. Later, by staring at the Sun 
through the Vessel, they would 
see their master, Satan, to 
complete the ritual. Once so 
marked, and their supplication 
accepted, they were guaranteed 
fame and fortune. 

Read’s attempts to find out 
more about Not 4 Profit Inc. 
proved harder than he expected, 
as he found their web presence 
surprisingly elusive; but he did 
find a link to a no-longer-active 
Indiegogo campaign called 
“Excellence in Education 
Program - Crossing the Digital 
Divide”. This initially lays out 
a fairly standard description of 
what one might expect a digital 
education charity to do, but 
then, partway through, it heads 
into more esoteric territory, 
saying its courses “will enhance 
the knowledge of all mankind, 
and demonstrate how everyone 
can photograph what is hiding 
in plain sight! The information 
and evidence produced can 
be evaluated to perfect the 
knowledge that one may already 
possess with The Secret of the 
Ages”. Read managed to find a 
contact named David Moriyama, 
who eventually explained 
that Not 4 Profit inc. “gets old 
laptops, installs Linux on them, 
gives them to students, and then 
teaches them some combination 
of IT and occult skills. Graduated 
students can be both highly 
effective Linux sysadmins and 
can photograph the spirit world, 
identify demons, etc.” He went 
on to explain that they’d given 
“over 5,000 laptops” to students, 
adding that, “The students who 
are within the research project 
have a good understanding 
and grasp of what we’re telling 
them. Most youth today are 
not interested in Armageddon. 


They’re only interested in the 
next TikTok or the next date 
that they have.” 

Asked how they had obtained 
the Vessel, Moriyama said, 
“T have friends within the 
Hollywood industry, very 
famous friends, and many of 
them are bodyguards,” and it 
was apparently one of these 
who provided the Vessel. “It was 
used upon elderly Hollywood 
celebrities whose careers were 
diminished,” Moriyama said. 
“And you saw many of them on, 
you know, Tic Tac Toe7, What’s 
My Line... entertainment 
venues that were broadcast 
during non-primetime hours. 
To draw in an audience, to 
continue receiving a check, 
they had to submit. And that 
submission was to the Vessel 
of Damnation.” Submission to 
Satan does seem to be a steep 
price to pay for an opportunity 
to eke out the dregs of a career 
on afternoon TV, though. 
However, it is entirely possible 
that the Vessel of the Ritual of 
Damnation originated from a 
much less esoteric source. An 
image search using the picture 
of the object in the sales listing 
turns up an identical bowl 
manufactured by the Swedish 
glassware company Flygsfors 
in the 1960s under the 
name “Coquille”, 
several of which 
are available 
from antique 
dealers online 


for a much more modest price 
of £400 to £500. boingboing.net, 
5 Oct 2022. 


GOODBYE KITTY! 
In Thailand, after a road 
accident in May in which 
the driver was killed, the 
written-off car was taken to 
a scrapyard in Kamphaeng 
Phet province, complete with a 
giant Hello Kitty soft toy that 
remained unscathed in the 
back seat. Some weeks later, 
CCTV footage showed a man 
and a woman pulling up at the 
scrapyard, opening the wrecked 
car’s door and taking the toy. 
It also showed them returning 
hastily at 2am the following 
morning and throwing the 
Hello Kitty face down on the 
ground beside the wrecked car. 
The scrapyard owner reported 
the incident to police, who 
tracked down the toy thieves. 
When questioned about the 
incident they told them that the 
night after they got the Hello 
Kitty home, the woman saw 
the shadow of a little girl in the 
bedroom where they had put 
the soft toy, and that when she 
was in bed, she felt something 
choking her. As a result, the 
couple had got up and rushed 
back to the scrapyard, where 
they dumped the Kitty 
and fled, after which 
the disturbances 
did not recur. 
A thethaiger.com, 14 
July 2022. 


MY THCONCEPTIONS 


bv Mat Coward 


263: THE SOCCER TRUCE 


The myth 


On 25 December 1914, amid the unprecedented awfulness of the 
Great War, groups of British and German soldiers emerged from 
their trenches at Flanders and met in No-Man’s Land for a game of 
football. There’s even a famous photo to prove it. 


The “truth” 


The photo is the first casualty: that single, familiar picture of half-a- 
dozen or so uniformed men competing in the air to head a soccer 

ball wasn’t taken in Flanders in 1914, but in Greece in 1915. All the 
footballers in it are British, members of the 26th Division stationed 

in Salonika to support Serbia against Bulgaria. The Christmas Day 

truce itself — that extraordinary event that strikes subsequent 
generations as aching with such potential and such waste — certainly 
occurred. Contemporary letters and diaries record troops meeting 
between the trenches (although some pioneers did fall victim to 
snipers), illegally fraternising with the opposition, sharing smokes 

and grub and handshakes. It’s quite possible that some of them 

kicked a ball or a tin can around for a bit, but none of the known truce 
photographs show such a thing. Nor is there much written evidence 

of organised ball games, and none at all from German documents. The 
often quoted Germany 3 Britain 2 scoreline comes from a 1960s short 
story. But the football truce has become semi-official history, marked by 
statuary and other commemorations, and this Christmas, as every year, 
TV and newspapers will show us a photo of British soldiers in Greece 
heading a ball and caption it “Flanders, 1914”. 


Disclaimer 


If your great-grandad was in goal, or running on with the magic 
sponge, and you happen to have a photo, please do write in. 


Sources 
theconversation.com/the-christmas-truce-football-match-a-picture-of-a- 
greek-kickabout-is-misappropriated-yearly-173468; www.theguardian. 
com/world/2014/dec/16/truce-trenches-football-tales-shot-in-dark 


Mythchaser 


Is the story that a football match took place between British 
and German soldiers as widely known in Germany as in 
the UK and US? Or is this purely an Allied legend? 


ILLUSTRATIONS BY HUNT EMERSON 


ALIEN ZOO _ news From THE CRYPTOZOOLOGICAL GARDEN 


HIBAGON GONE 
According to traditional Japanese lore, 
the hibagon is a bigfoot-like man-beast 
said to inhabit Hiroshima Prefecture’s 
Mount Hibagon (after which it is named) 
and elsewhere in Japan, but no confirmed 
physical evidence for its existence 
has been scientifically examined. 
Consequently, a report published on 
23 September 2022 by the Rocky 
Mountain Bigfoot Organization (RMBO) 
on its website (and containing a link to 
a 10-minute YouTube video uploaded by 
Japan-inhabiting bigfooter Kyle Brink in 
December 2021) that a dead hibagon 
had been discovered at some unknown 
time, and photographed before being 
buried somewhere by persons unknown, 
attracted considerable cryptozoological 
attention in social media — especially as a 
photo of its carcase with a close-up view 
of its skull was included in the report. 
Moreover, according to the video, 


various authorities in Japan and elsewhere : 


with expert knowledge in primatology, 
veterinary science, and anatomy had 
allegedly been unable to identify it. Having 
said that, when | looked at its photo the 
skull seemed to me to resemble that of 

a gorilla. Moreover, on 25 September 

| was contacted by German friend and 
fellow cryptozoologist Markus Buhler on 
Facebook, who announced not only that 
he too considered it to be a gorilla skull 
but also that he had traced a photo of the 
same skull (but with its attached body in 
a more advanced state of decomposition 
than in the hibagon photo) to a post from 
10 years ago on Newschoolers, a ski-ing 
community website, which confirmed it 
to be one of three photos snapped of 
several killed gorillas in Africa. These had 
all been posted by someone with the user 
name 84891jnf92048 and one of them 

is visibly copyrighted to WildlifeDirect (but 
not the one under consideration here, 
unfortunately, which would have verified 
its original source). 


Consequently, in the current absence of : 


any further developments, it would seem 
that this supposed Japanese hibagon 
incident in reality featured a dead gorilla 
killed at least 10 years earlier in Africa. 
Reproduced here are the two relevant 
photos (neither of which presently has 
an identified copyright holder), for you to 
judge for yourself. The top photo is of the 
supposed Japanese hibagon’s skull. The 
bottom photo, evidently of the same skull 
but with the carcase’s body exhibiting 
more advanced decomposition (and with 
the photo itself horizontally flipped by 

me in order to yield a more direct visual 
comparison of the two), is of a dead 
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ABOVE: Two images of the alleged hibagon 
skull posted online. BELOW: One of the newly 
discovered Ecuadorean ‘graveyard snakes’, 
Atractus michaelsabini. 


gorilla and was snapped 10 years earlier 
in Africa. My grateful thanks to Markus for 
kindly making his findings available to me. 
Markus Buhler, pers. comms., 25 Sept 
2022; https:/rmsobigfoot. blogspot. 
com/2022/09/fuji-tv-news-hibagon- 
deceased-bigfoot.html; www.youtube. 
com/watch ?v=L52mrRYjcmyl; www. 


newschoolers.com/forum/thread/698586/ : 


Bike-rides-and-drugs-are-meant-to-be? 


THREE GRAVE SERPENT FINDS 
In November 2021, Ecuador-based 
herpetologist Dr Alejandro Arteaga was 
leading a team of explorers seeking a 
seemingly lost species of toad in this 
South American country’s southern 
cloud-forests. Sadly, they didn’t succeed 
in rediscovering the toad, but they did 
discover three species of snake hitherto 
unknown to science — as is so often the 


case, the locals knew all about them. One 
of these reclusive reptiles was casually 
mentioned in passing by a woman living 
in the small town of Amaluza, who had 
provided the team with a much-welcomed 
hot meal after their explorations, noting 
that she often saw small snakes around 
the graves of her deceased family 
members when she visited the local 
cemetery. 

Wondering if they could be 
representatives of the elusive, rarely-spied 
(by scientists) colubrid ground snake 
genus Atractus, Arteaga and company 
went to the cemetery in question, and duly 
uncovered — buried in the soft soil around 
the graves — two yellow-bellied Atractus 
ground snakes that proved to belong 
to a species previously undescribed by 
science. But that was not all. Encouraged 
by their unexpected success, the 
scientists spent more time seeking 
ground snakes in this Andean region, 
and also examined some preserved 
serpent specimens collected by a local 
schoolteacher, Diego Pifdn, and as a 
result they revealed the existence of 
another two new species of ground snake. 

All of which confirms yet again that it 
always pays zoologists not only to take 
note of — but also to actively pursue — 
reports by local people of scientifically 
unfamiliar-sounding animals in the 
region. Such reports just may turn out 
to be based upon species that are 
indeed entirely new to science. On 15 
September 2022, Arteaga et al. formally 
described the novel serpent trio in the 
journal Zookeys, officially naming their 
species Atractus discovery, A. zgap, and 
A. michaelsabini respectively. 

www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/ 
article/three-new-snake-species-found-in- 
graveyards 23 Sept 2022; https:/zookeys. 
pensoft.net/article/89539/ 
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GRAND DESIGNS | 


RON’S PLACE 

When Ron Gittins died in 
Birkenhead in 2019, he was 
remembered as a well-regarded 
local eccentric who would do 

odd things such as shuffle into 
the town centre wearing an 
orange jumpsuit with his legs 
tied together to protest about 
Guantanamo detentions or march 
up and down outside his mother’s 
nursing home, with whom he 

was in dispute, in a home-made 
grenadier guards uniform 
complete with papier-maché rifle. 
“People would find him funny, 
provocative, a bloody nuisance, 
but there was also a method to 
his madness,” said film-maker 
Martin Wallace. 

Intensely private, Ron would 
not allow anyone into his rented 
flat, with the consequence that 
he lived for much of the time 
without basic amenities, much 
to the concern of his family. As 
a result, when they did finally 
enter the flat after Ron’s death, 
they were completely unprepared 
for what they found. It was piled 
high with bags, boxes, magazines 
and handwritten notes, some 
in code, and was full of papier- 
maché figures and costumes Ron 
had made by hand: the entire 
flat had been turned into Ron’s 
self-created fantasy world. The 
hall could have been from an 
Egyptian tomb, the sitting room 
was reminiscent of Pompei’s Villa 
of the Mysteries, and there were 


several massive fireplaces as well 
as a minotaur, a Roman altar in 
the kitchen and a 3m (10ft) tall 
lion that Ron had crafted using 
cement. The bathroom was an 
underwater tableau, and the 
dining room Ron’s interpretation 
of an English stately home, 
complete with portraits. 

Living frugally on disability 
benefit, Ron had created this 
private wonderland after taking 
on the tenancy of the flat in 
1986. There were some hints 
as to what he was planning — 
he had previously turned his 
bedroom at his parents’ house 
into a Roman villa, and he had 
agreed a lease that allowed him 
to “decorate the interior of the 
property to his own taste and 
the external porch in classical 
style without the prior written 
consent of the Landlord” — but no 
one suspected the grandeur he 
had in mind. Now, though, Ron’s 


creation is at risk: as a rented 
flat, it belongs to someone else. A 
campaign was launched to raise 
money to purchase it and turn 

it into a community resource. 
Among the project’s supporters 
is Pulp front man Jarvis Cocker 
who says, “I have always been 
interested in the art of people 
who haven’t gone through the 
normal channels, they haven’t 
gone to art college and stuff like 
that,” adding, “They have an 
idea and they follow it through. 
We all have creativity within 
us.” Wallace, who is making a 
documentary about Ron, says: 
“What is noticeable is that 
everyone who comes here has a 
kind of childlike response. There 
is something fascinating and 
stimulating and uplifting about 
it... maybe something a bit sad 
about it as well.” theguardian. 
com, 20 Sept; bbc.co.uk/news, 29 
Sept 2022; ronsplace.co.uk. 


How a Birkenhead eccentric created a private fantasy world in his 
rented flat, plus Mr Doodle’s monochrome paradise 


ABOVE LEFT: The Lion Room, one of the 
eclectic spaces in the fantasy world Ron 
Gittins created in his flat in Birkenhead. 
ABOVE AND LEFT: Mr Doodle and wife 
Alena, in the 12-room mansion in 
Tenterden which he has covered, inside 
and out, with monochrome doodles. 


THE DOODLE HOUSE 

In Tenterden, Kent, another, 
rather higher profile artist has 
also put his personal stamp on 
his house. Street artist Sam Cox, 
known as Mr Doodle, whose 
works sell for up to £1 million, 
has spent two years covering 
every surface of his £1.5million 
home in his signature black 

and white squiggles. Absolutely 
everything is covered in drawings 
- walls, floors, ceilings, even 

the cooker, which Cox admits 
may have made the appliance 
unworkable. He says the house is 
his “best piece of work” and, in 
his announcement on Instagram, 
said that it took 900 litres of 
white paint, 401 cans of black 
spray paint for the exterior, 286 
bottles of black drawing paint 
for the interior, and 2,296 pen 
nibs to create. While some critics 
have described the house as “like 
walking into a migraine”, Cox 
has said it “is sort of paradise 

for me”, while his wife says she 
finds it “calming”. Although they 
do not live in the property yet, 
they say they intend to move in 
soon. architecturaldigest.com, 
theguardian.com, 4 Oct 2022. 
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THE C@)NSPIRASPHERE 


Things have been even busier than usual in the Conspirasphere, says NOEL ROONEY, but that’s 
no surprise given the weird stories swirling around Paul Pelosi and Sam Bankman-Fried... 


SMOKE AND MIRRORS 
The Conspirasphere is an 
excited place just now. So 
many things are happening, 
it’s hard to know where to 
start. We'll take the topic of 
stolen elections as read; in the 
gaudy electoral carnivals that 
punctuate US political theatre, 
all elections are stolen, after 
all. Two stories stand out from 
the roiling crowd of theories 
jostling for space: the Pelosi 
incident, and the collapse of 
FTX; one a duel of competing 
narratives, the other a story 
that unravels like a Russian 
doll — though, strangely, no one 
has mentioned the Russians 
yet in either context. 

Paul Pelosi, husband of the 
House Speaker, Nancy Pelosi, 
was brutally assaulted with 
a hammer at the couple’s 
home in San Francisco. His 
attacker, David DePape, is a 
somewhat colourful figure in 
the SF community; a nudist 
protester, living in an old 
school bus outside the home 
of his ex-partner and their 
three children; a man who 
apparently claims that Jesus 
is the Anti-Christ and makes 
hemp jewellery (not the most 
obviously MAGA hobbies and 
opinions) but is also a devotee 
of Q. 

The incident is hedged 
around with peculiar details 
and a lot of confusion: perfect 
conditions for conspiracist 
conjecture. And there is much, 
apparently, to conjecture 
about: the alleged lack of 
security at the home of one of 
the country’s most powerful 
people; the wildly differing 
accounts of the circumstances 
and the police response; the 
alleged intentions of DePape; 
and the possible presence of 
another person at the house. 

Version one: San Francisco 
police were carrying out a 
‘wellbeing check’ on Mr Pelosi 
at 2.30 in the morning. They 
were let into the house by 
someone (not identified), and 
found Pelosi and DePape, both 
gripping a hammer. DePape 


Two menin 
their underwear 
are tussling over 
the hammer 


chose that moment to wrench 
the hammer from Pelosi and 
attack him, causing a serious 
head injury. DePape claimed 
he was waiting for Nancy 
Pelosi; he had some questions 
for her, and if she didn’t 
answer them truthfully, he was 
going to break her kneecaps 
with the hammer. 

Version two (courtesy of 
the C-sphere, mainly, but also 
some anomalous reporting 
from mainstream sources): 
the police turn up at the Pelosi 
home in response to a call 
from Paul Pelosi, saying that 
there is an intruder in the 
house. Pelosi then apparently 
says that he doesn’t know the 
man, or alternatively that he 
is a friend. When they arrive, 
aman (not Pelosi or DePape) 
lets them in, and they proceed 
to the living room, where 
the two men, both in their 
undemear, are tussling over 
the hammer. Then DePape hits 
Pelosi. 

From this promising 
cloth, whole tapestries 
have been created, by 
commentators on both 
sides of the political divide. 
Democrat spokespersons 
and mainstream journalists 
claim that DePape’s attack is 
an extension of the J6 affair 


(another break-in with some 
narrative problems) and he is 
probably a Trump supporter; 
which makes his nude protests 
in support of Cuba particularly 
interesting, in a ‘Lee Harvey 
Oswald hands out leaflets’ 
kind of way. 

The C-sphere notes an 
earlier incident involving Paul 
Pelosi, a drink-driving caper 
with a suspicious passenger, 
and persistent rumours that 
Pelosi is gay and pays male 
prostitutes. Then there are 
the stories that DePape has 
form as a male prostitute. And 
who was the third person who 
let the police into the house? 
And why does the glass in the 
window supposedly broken by 
DePape to gain entry appear 
to have fallen outwards rather 
than inwards? And what does 
the collective state of undress 
reported widely at the time of 
the incident signify? 

This story is a prime 
example of how and why 
conspiracy theories arise. The 
circumstances are confused 
and there are clear anomalies 
in the reporting and the police 
account; the story changes 
rapidly in its first few hours 
of life; the reluctance of the 
police to release video footage 
fuels speculation; the swift 
metamorphosis into an official 
version, bereft of uncertainty 
and politically slanted, breeds 
conformist belief and dissident 
suspicion in equal measure. 
Smoke and mirrors haunt 
both accounts, and each 
side accuses the other of, 
well, smoke and mirrors. No 
one appears to be telling the 
unvarnished truth; or perhaps 
the notion of unvarnished truth 
is inadequate to the illusory 
complexity generated by such 
strangeness. 

The collapse of crypto- 
currency trader FTX caused 
some ripples in high places 
and low. This story is only 
beginning to unravel, and | may 
return to it when more details 
emerge, but just as a taster, 
it appears that nominative 


LEFT: The Pelosis’ San Francisco 
home following the incident. 


determinism, posing as 
destiny, has caught up with 
Sam Bankman-Fried. According 
to anumber of sources, not 
only from the C-sphere, the 

US Government sent a lot of 
money to Ukraine to help with 
the war effort; the Ukrainian 
Government ‘invested’ some 
of the money in Mr Bankman- 
Fried’s business, or Ponzi 
scheme as it transpired; 
Bankman-Fried donated an 
eye-watering amount of money 
to Democrat politicians, 
including the President, to help 
them steal the election; then 

it all went pear-shaped and 
now everyone is pointing at 
everyone else. 

This is one of those stories 
that makes one realise the 
value of those irritating citizen 
journalists and loons in tin 
foil headgear. Fried can be 
seen as just another actor 
in America’s rich tradition 
of spectacular financial 
skulduggery, and that is 
largely how the mainstream 
are treating him. But there is 
clearly more going on here, 
and it’s the alternative news 
media that are joining the dots. 
Without them, Bankman Fried 
would simply join the other 
great Ponzi pun, Bernie Madoff, 
on cached headlines. 

Reality has, sadly, taken a 
bit of a hammering in the last 
couple of years. It would be 
ironic indeed if conspiracists 
turned out to be its defenders. 


www.revolver.news/2022/11/ 
here-is-the-paul-pelosi-attack- 
report-that-nbc-deleted-from- 
the-internet-be-if-a-shame-if- 
somebody-savecd-it/; https:/ 
en-volve.com/2022/11/14/ 
exposed-in-90-seconds-biden- 
ukraine-crypto-and-pedos-all- 
connected; www.zerohedge. 
com/news/2022-11-14/ 
sam-bankman-fried-drugs- 
orgies-intimidation-possible- 
pedo; ww. thetruthseeker. 
co.uk/?p=261233 
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TERMINAL TALES 


IMAGINARY AIRPORT 

For 20 years, anyone travelling 
eastwards along the A44 
between Rhayader and Kington, 
in Powys, Wales, would have 
been surprised to find an official- 
looking sign directing drivers 

to Terminals 1 and 3 of the 
otherwise unheard of Llandegley 
International airport. Follow 

the directions though, and they 
lead to an unremarkable field 

on the edge of the small village 
of the same name rather than an 
international transport hub. 

The sign was erected by 
Nicholas Whitehead, a former 
editor of the Radnor edition of 
the Brecon and Radnor Express, 
who once wrote comedy with 
Terry Jones of Monty Python. “It 
started off as a wild conversation 
with friends one evening in 
Llandegley,” he said. “We 
thought of renting a sign for 
something that wasn’t really 
there, possibly a project that 
didn’t exist, and we settled on 
the airport. It started off as a bit 
of a joke, then we realised it was 
actually possible. It was made 
by Wrexham Signs, given the 
OK, one thing led to another and 
there it is.” 

The sign is much loved by 
both locals and tourists and 
has a wider audience too, 
with thousands of followers 
on Facebook and Twitter 
who engage in imaginative 
exchanges about daily goings on 


at the “airport” and indulge in 
conspiracy theories about the 
“secret” terminal 2. Whitehead 
paid for the sign to be erected 
and for its maintenance, which 
he estimates has cost him 
£25,000 over the last 20 years 
but has now decided its time to 
call it a day. “I think the airport 
is established now — and I think 
the Establishment should take 
it on,” he says. “It’s not exactly 
a national monument - but it is 
a national treasure.” He hopes 
the Welsh government heritage 
body Cadw will take over 
responsibility for the airport. 
BBC News, 13 Nov 2022. 


TERMINAL MAN DEPARTS 
Fortean Times covered the story 
of Mehran Karimi Nasseri in 
1990 (FT56:8), when he first 
came to public attention after 
it was discovered he had been 
living in terminal 2F of Roissy 
Charles de Gaulle airport near 
Paris since 1988. He was then 
calling himself “Alfred Mehran” 
and claiming to be a Scot. 
Originally from the Iranian 
province of Khuzestan, where 
he was born in 1945, Nasseri 
had come to Europe to find 
his mother, but lacking proper 
immigration documents had 
been expelled from Belgium, 
the UK, the Netherlands and 
Germany before arriving at 
Charles De Gaulle airport and 
being refused entry to France. 


Trapped in diplomatic limbo, 
unable to enter France or leave 
for another country, he took 

up residence in the terminal 
building. Attempts to help him 
move on, with both France and 
Belgium offering him residency, 
were thwarted when he refused 
to sign the papers, as they listed 
him as being Iranian rather 
than British and did not show 
his preferred name, “Sir Alfred 
Mehran”. He had always claimed 
his mother was Scottish and 
that he was actually British, 


It's the end for Wales's entirely imaginary Llandegley International 
airport, and the final boarding call for Paris's Terminal Man 


ABOVE LEFT: Sue Charles of BBC 

Wales meets Nicholas Whitehead, 

who erected the sign for the imaginary 
Llandegley International airport 20 
years ago. ABOVE AND LEFT: Sir Alfred 
Mehran, aka Mehran Karimi Nasseri, 
installed on his usual bench in Roissy 
Charles de Gaulle airport and standing 
in front of a poster for the Spielberg film 
that made him famous. 


not Iranian, although he could 
provide no documentary proof of 
either. France eventually granted 
him refugee status in 1999, but 
by then he preferred to remain 
in the airport, staying there 
until he was taken to hospital 
for an illness in 2006. He spent 
his days sitting on a red bench 
on the lower floor of Terminal 
1, surrounded by trolleys of 
possessions, writing about his 
life in notebooks and reading. 
His story made him a minor 
media celebrity, but his profile 
rocketed in 2004 when Steven 
Spielberg made a film, The 
Terminal, based on his story and 
starring Tom Hanks, and asa 
result his autobiography, The 
Terminal Man, was published 
the same year. The money he got 
from the film and book enabled 
him to live in hostels in Paris 
after he left hospital, although 
he eventually returned to Roissy 
Charles de Gaulle airport in 
September 2022, dying there a 
few weeks later of a heart attack, 
aged 76. BBC News, Guardian, 13 
Nov 2022. 
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STRANGE DAYS 


SPECIAL REPORT 


THE SUPERNATURAL ON SCREEN 


TIM ‘MOTHY’ WHITTARD, one of the directors of Gloucester's second annual 
Fortean Film Festival, shares some of his highlights from this year's event 


The second annual Fortean Film 
Festival, which took place over 
the first weekend of September 
at the Sherborne Cinema in 
Gloucester, played host to some 
of the strangest and scariest 
independent films currently on 
the circuit. 

With a remit to focus on 
films about the weird, the 
supernatural, the paranormal 
and the unexplained, we 
launched the festival in 2021 
(see FT412:12-13) and have been 
pleased that the project has met 
with interest from filmmakers 
around the world, with over 400 
submissions in two years. 

This year’s festival kicked off 
with a hilarious comedy-horror 
written and directed by Ryan 
Simons and produced by Jamie 
Cymbal and Morgan Wilson. Tea 
With The Reaper is a rip-roaring 
mockumentary about the trials 
and tribulations of a pair of 
hapless paranormal researchers. 
Bursting with well-timed gags 
and a talented cast bringing 
a gallery of quintessentially 
quirky British characters to life, 
this short film wowed both the 
jury and the audience, and the 
filmmakers were presented with 
the trophy for the ‘Judge’s Award 
for Best of Show’. Jury member 


24 sta26 


www. forteantimes.com 


and renowned Kiwi actor Brian 
Sergent, who starred in Flight of 
the Conchords, Eagle vs Shark and 
Peter Jackson’s Braindead, was 
full of praise for the film: “A real 
gem, perfectly cast with a slate 
of actors all giving of their best. 
The camerawork was spot on and 
the beautiful location added to 
the story perfectly. I was shown 
yet again that the UK gives us 
probably the best comedy in the 
world. Just delightful.” 

This was followed by a heart- 
warming short called Jeronikin, a 
story of friendship and grief that 
plays out against the backdrop 
of a cryptozoological expedition 
to the wilds of the Quantocks 
in southern England. The film, 
produced by student filmmakers 
from the University of the West 
of England, also picked up an 
award for ‘Best of Show’ from 
our sister festival, the MegaFlix 
Film Awards. 

Following this, our ‘Big Cat 
Night’ kicked off with the 
debut screening of Dragonfly 
Films’ latest feature Panthera 
Britannia, which uncovered 
even more historic and scientific 
evidence than their previous 
ABC documentary, Britain’s 
Big Cat Mystery. Various 
cryptozoologists appeared in 


the film, with the likes of Ken 
Gerhard and Cliff Barackman 
(of Finding Bigfoot fame) joining 
the panel of experts to appraise 
a range of photographic and 
video evidence. Steve Higgins, 
jury member, paranormal expert 
and founder of higgypop.com, 
said: “The documentary, which 
has the production values of a 
big-budget National Geographic 
special, is a very interesting 
watch, even for those who may 
only have a passing interest in 
big cats.” 

This was followed by the 
pilot episode of Cat Hunters, 
which sees Jon McGowan, 
Rhoda Watkins, Jay Opie and 
Carl Marshall searching the 
countryside for clues that will 
(hopefully) lead them to the 
legendary Beast of Exmoor. 
Cryptozoologist and Zoological 
Director of the Centre for 
Fortean Zoology (and FT 
regular) Richard Freeman 
was impressed, saying it was 
“a brilliant film that could be 
expanded into a whole series.” 
Brian Sergent added: “I loved 
this. It was gripping, exciting 
and above all credible. The film 
managed to combine easy-to- 
follow science with humour and 
plain old thrilling story telling.” 
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The evening afterparty was 
well attended and welcomed 
paranormal experts and 
enthusiasts from across the 
UK. James Koppert, host of the 
Fortean News podcast, was on 
hand to record a fascinating 
live podcast interview 
with paleontologist and 
cryptozoologist Dr Darren Naish. 
Filmmakers and attendees were 
able to network and socialise 
for several hours, but with a full 
schedule for the following day, 
most were careful not to over- 
indulge in the fine West Country 
scrumpy on offer. 

Festival hosts Dean Ackerman 
and Simret Cheema-Innis were 
fresh-faced the next day despite 
the late night and did a great 
job of welcoming attendees, and 
leading Q&As with filmmakers. 
They had an occasional helping 
hand in the form of pre-recorded 
video messages from the creator 
of MonsterQuest, Doug Hajicek. 

We were very pleased that, 
while being an international film 
festival, we were able to showcase 
several films made by local 
students. As well as the University 
of the West of England’s 
aforementioned Jeronikin, we 
had two submissions from the 
University of Gloucestershire 


— There Was a Green Light, a 
scary and emotional tale about 
UFOs and alien abduction, and 
Neonate, a psychological thriller. 
One of the filmmakers, Georgie 
Kerssenbrock, said: “I was blown 
away by how welcoming and 
well organised the whole festival 
was, with a strong selection of 
films. The venue is gorgeous, 
there was time for meeting 
other filmmakers ,and I am very 
grateful for the three Platinum 
awards we won!” 

Over the course of the day, 
filmmakers were interviewed 
by journalists and festival 
organisers. There was even a 
surprise appearance from a 
Bond Girl, Carole Ashby, who 
starred opposite Roger Moore 
in Octopussy and A View to a Kill. 
Also in attendance was Graham 
Roos, one of the producers of the 
BBC’s legendary Ghostwatch. 

There really was something 
for everyone with an interest 
in the paranormal, with films 
covering all manner of subjects, 
from mermaids, sea monsters 
and hauntings to alien abduction, 
zombies and vampires. There 
was also a wide range of genres 
on show, including short films 
and full-length features, 
documentaries, animation and 
stop-motion, drama, comedy, 
horror, and science-fiction. 

After a long day of film- 
related fun, attendees enjoyed 
a walking tour of the haunted 
Roman city of Gloucester, 
organised and hosted by Edd 
Francis and Paul Cowmeadow 
of Gloucester Paranormal 
Investigation Services. The eerie 
and imposing locations immersed 
the visitors in the spooky side of 
the city, where they also found 
plenty of surprises relating 
to Gloucestershire’s film and 
television history along the way 
- particularly the house made 
famous by Beatrix Potter, and the 
Cathedral, with its connection 
to the Harry Potter films and 
Doctor Who, and the now closed 
Gloucester Prison. 


The Fortean Film Festival will be back 


again for 2023. To find out more, FACING PAGE: A parade of paranormal pundits gathered outside Gloucester’s Sherborne Cinema for this year’s festival. 
submit a film, buy tickets, or check TOP: Jimmy Allen as amateur ghost hunter Don Capp in the comedy short Tea With the Reaper. ABOVE CENTRE: Jeronikin is a 
out this year’s winners, please visit: moving tale of cryptozoology in the Quantocks made by students at the University of the West of England. ABOVE: Jay Opie and 


www. forteanfilmfestival.com Rhoda Watkins examine evidence for ABCs in the pilot episode of Cat Hunters. 
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An indication that the perception of aliens 

is guided by our own psychological and 
sociological background, rather than by 
visitations from exotic external intelligences, 
is provided by the ‘Bibendum’ phenomenon. 

The Bibendum was created in 1894 by 
French cartoonist Marius Rossillon, known 
as O’Galop, for a Munich brewery. The 
illustration of a large figure with a drink in his 
hand was rejected by the brewery, but four 
years later André Michelin suggested white 
tyres should be incorporated as the body 
of the figure. This became a poster where 
the figure is giving a toast with a glass full 
of traffic hazards, with the slogan ‘Le pneu 
Michelin boit l’obstacle’ (‘The Michelin tyre 
drinks up obstacles’). At the top of the poster 
it announced ‘Nunc est bibendum’ (‘Now is 
the time for drinking’), which was not exactly 
the best message for something associated 
with driving, but it did eventually give the 
figure its Bibendum name. Elsewhere in the 
world, the company mascot became well 
known as the Michelin Man. In the first few 
decades he was a creepy and malevolent 
figure. He had a grotesque featureless face, 
wore pince-nez glasses, drank, smoked 
cigars and acted in a violent manner. 

In William Gibson’s novel Pattern 
Recognition, the character Cayce Pollard 
has a strong phobic reaction to seeing 
the Michelin Man, especially when she is 
shown a picture of “one of his earliest, most 
stomach-churningly creepy manifestations, 
not the inflated-maggot de-shelled Ninja Turtle 
of the present day, but that weird, jaded, 
cigar-smoking elder creature suggesting a 
mummy with elephantiasis.” 

Posters and marketing campaigns certainly 
showed him to be a very frightening figure — 
the very stuff of nightmares — but since then 
he has been slimmed down and made into a 
friendly character.* 

Given that the Michelin Man had by then 
become a familiar French icon, it’s not too 
surprising that in the 1950s several French 
witnesses reported seeing Michelin Men- 
type ufonauts. They were often seen in 
association with disc-shaped domed craft. 
Further sightings of similar beings, with or 
without a nearby craft, have been reported 
from the 1960s onwards from other parts 
of the world, including Cadiz, Spain (1960); 
Newbury, Berkshire, and the Isle de Réunion 
(both 1968); Buenos Aires, Argentina (1972); 
Spain (1976); West Kansas, USA (1976, 
involving an abduction by three Michelin 
Men and an onboard examination); Tucson, 
Arizona (1977); Schoonaarde, Belgium 
(1979).” 
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Peter Rogerson’s INTCAT close encounter 
catalogue has an entry for Bolton, Lancashire, 
dated 8 November 1926, that notes a seven- 
year-old boy saw “three figures peering 
into a lighted living room. The three beings, 
of roughly normal height were dressed in 
silvery grey suits seeming made of tubes of 
rubber, like thinner versions of the Michelin 
Men. They wore transparent helmets, from 
which tubes led to packs on their backs. The 
central, tallest figure, saw him and mumbled 
to the other two, and all turned around.” 

This information is based on an investigation 
by Peter Hough in 1993, and Rogerson 
concluded that the long interval between the 
original sighting and the investigation meant 
that it had been modified by later imagery.* 

The comments section of the The Big 
Study blog site contains several more 
recent sightings from diverse countries. One 
contributor says that while living in a tiny town 
in south western Australia, aged 10, he anda 
friend saw a ghostly figure in the middle of the 
road. Their “immediate thought was a ghost. 
Only years later did | make the connection 
that it looked almost exactly like the Michelin 
Man. It walked slowly and very purposely, 
but quite like a human except it floated a few 
centimetres above the ground as it did so. It 
looked as light as a feather. Around the size 
of an average adult. Blobby white fat rolls, 
which looked a bit like a suit but more so 
the body itself. White and slightly glowing. It 
stopped in the middle of the road and very 
slowly turned and looked at us. It only had 
eyes and a mouth, but more like holes than 
a human’s. It had a look of emptiness. It 
looked lost. But it also looked a bit shocked.” 

Two other anonymous posters mention 
seeing a Michelin Man in the middle of the 


LEFT: A pair of terrifying Michelin Men from 1922. 


road, and on a road bridge, while another 
witness in New Jersey saw a wrinkled ‘Robbie 
the Robot’ type entity in their bedroom, which 
sounds like a case of sleep paralysis. ‘Cathy’ 
reported seeing a bright light in her bedroom 
window followed by the appearance of “a 
white figure with concentric puffy circles on 
the body, arms and legs” — again, this could 
be another instance of sleep paralysis. 

The Michelin Man seems a close relative 
of monstrous mummy-type entities like 
those reported in the Pascagoula abduction 
of 1973 (see FT119:38, 122:52, 382:30). 
Martin Kottmeyer in his article “The Curse 
of the Space Mummies” considers the 
possibility that a Peruvian UFO encounter 
published in UFOs Over the Americas by Coral 
and Jim Lorenzen, influenced the description 
of ‘space mummies’ in the Pascagoula 
incident and other US abduction cases.* 

We might also consider that mummies in 
horror movies usually stagger around in a 
robotic fashion, much like the descriptions 
in many Michelin Man reports. Also, people 
have noted that the Michelin Man reminds 
them of someone in an old diving suit or an 
astronaut in an ungainly spacesuit. He is 
truly a character not equipped for life on our 
planet’s surface. 

The author of The Big Study notes: “... 
the description of a UFO entity wearing rolls 
of white puffy layers as clothing is weird 
indeed, and if any of the non-French cases 
are ‘imagery-unpolluted’ by them, that would 
make a strong argument for some kind of 
objective reality to those cases.” 

Given the prevalence of the Michelin Man 
as a worldwide marketing tool, it is more likely 
that his imagery has indeed ‘polluted’ the 
unconscious imagination of some witnesses. 
Whether a UFO entity or a fantasy, he is a 
fascinating icon.® 


NOTES 


1 See www.carkeys.co.uk/news/the-dark-and-violent- 
history-of-the-michelin-man; www.businessinsider.com/ 
early-michelin-man-photos-2013-12?r=US&IR=T; www. 
messynessychic.com/2013/07/03/the-creepy-world-of- 
vintage-michelin-men/ 

2 thebiggeststudy.blogspot.com/2010/05/ 
michelin-ufonauts-extraterrestrials-or.html; www. 
phantomsandmonsters.com/2021/05/michelin-man- 
beings-extraterrestrial.html 

3 intcat.blogspot.com/search/label/1920%20-%201929. 


4 www.reall.org/newsletter/v03/n05/curse-of-the-space- 
mummies.html 

5 José Antonio Caravaca argues the Michelin Man sightings 
are a “merger or interaction of the human mind with an 
unknown ‘external agent’.” At: caravaca102.blogspot. 
com/2014/11/bibendum-perfect-archetype-for.html 


“You can’t tell the people,” UK prime 
minister Margaret Thatcher famously said 
about UFOs to researcher Georgina Bruni. 
But you cannot avoid people becoming 
aware something has happened when 
events are as visible as those of the 
summer of 1952. 

Startling UFOs infested the skies over the 
US capital and played games with Air Force 
jets. Intelligence agencies wondered if the 
UFOs were a secret weapon deployed to 
distract the US and its allies from a sneak 
attack. Project Blue Book — the USAF’s UFO 
investigation project headed by Captain Ed 
Ruppelt and astronomer Dr J Allen Hynek — 
found themselves sidelined as the CIA drew 
up plans to mislead the public into finding 
UFOs amusing and not scary. Quietening 
public response was the CIA’s intent. 

Aware of the mayhem in Washington, the 
UK Prime Minister Winston Churchill was wily 
enough to know that if what was buzzing the 
White House and CIA garden parties was 
not our technology, the West was in trouble. 
But he also saw that US public statements 
did not support the notion that there was no 
problem. 

So on the day Ruppelt was ordered to 
stonewall the media in Washington — 28 July 
1952 — the British PM acted. Aware that an 
upcoming, huge NATO exercise codenamed 
Mainbrace was but weeks away, the PM 
wrote a memo to the Air Ministry: “What 
does all this stuff about flying saucers 
amount to? What can it mean? What is 
the truth? Let me have a report at your 
convenience.” 

Ralph Noyes was then early in a civil 
service career that would take him deep 
into the UFO mystery. Noyes came to know 
the workings of the MoD on UFOs intimately: 
before he retired in 1977, he ran Defence 
Secretariat 8, which included their ‘UFO 
desk’. He told me of gun camera film taken 
by RAF aircraft in pursuit of objects much 
like those seen over Washington in 1952 
and shot just months later. 

In 1952 Noyes chanced to be in the right 
place when that Churchill memo was sent. 
As private secretary to Air Chief Marshal Sir 
Ray Cochrane, Vice Chief of the Air Staff, 
he had insight as the Washington events 
unfolded. Noyes vividly recalled his boss 
complaining to Churchill’s cabinet as this 
memo went out — “I thought Vandenburg 
had put an end to this in 1949.” That USAF 
General felt that weird glows in the sky were 
no proof of aliens. 

Noyes told me the MoD was careful 
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never to dismiss UFOs — just the concept of 
their alien origin. Noyes said: “The MoD will 
never lie and do not say ‘UFOs do not exist.’ 
Instead they do not go out of their way to 
say they do and emphasise that they have 
no evidence aliens are coming here.” 

What he saw in gun camera film was 
“fuzzy blobs” chased by outpaced RAF 
jets — much as occurred in Washington. He 
believed most unresolved footage was likely 
to be unexplained energy phenomena in the 
atmosphere. | had reached much the same 
conclusion independently, calling them UAP. 
Indeed, he noted the MoD had recently 
started using that term too. So neither 
of us followed the UFO party line nor the 
dismissive meme. There was a middle road 
and we both took it. 

Noyes knew that Sir Robert Cockburn 
— Scientific Adviser to the Air Ministry 
— was sent to Washington to follow up 
on Churchill’s memo just days before 
Mainbrace was due to take place. What he 
came back with was enough to persuade 
Churchill to greenlight a UK equivalent of 
Project Blue Book. This was not publicly 
revealed until 1956, when Ruppelt, in his 
uncensored memoir, The Report into UFOs, 
told how the British sent RAF intelligence 
officers to DC in late 1952. Those airmen 
had a long list of questions asking how to 
set up a UFO programme in the UK. 

The project began in early 1953, based 
at the Royal Aircraft Establishment, 
Farnborough. Noyes told me all its cases 
were baffling. “The [reports] seemed like 
phantoms. We did not have a clue how to 
deal with them.” As for the gun camera 
footage — Noyes told me RAF staff tried 


LEFT: Churchill’s famous 1952 memo asking “What 
does all this stuff about flying saucers amount to?”. 


to laugh it off, asking what aircrew were 
smoking and reminding everyone how 
“the real task at the time was to keep the 
Russians out!” 

This ‘UK Blue Book’ was not ready when 
Mainbrace took place over 12 days from 14 
September. This massive NATO exercise 
— 80,000 men, over 200 ships from nine 
navies, and 1000 aircraft participated — 
saw multiple sightings around Eastern 
England and the North Sea fleet. There 
were sightings from a Danish destroyer 
and from air crew. The three days of 19-21 
September 1952 saw major events. Two 
involved the RAF — a total of seven aircraft 
chased top-shaped UFOs — with one at RAF 
Topcliffe that changed course and speed 
and entirely defied evaluation. 

The most dramatic event involved the 
aircraft carrier USS Franklin D Roosevelt — 
overflown by a ball-shaped UFO allegedly 
filmed from the deck. But that footage went 
the way of the MoD gun camera film and 
has never been released. These cases 
caused consternation in the NATO alliance — 
but especially in the USA. The US Navy had 
not openly shared the uniqueness of this 
particular ship. The carrier was the only one 
at that time hosting nuclear missiles. A UFO 
encounter there was frightening. 

We will likely never know what did 
happen in the summer of 1952, but there 
is little question the sightings tested NATO 
defences at a key time in history and 
changed forever decisions about how to 
treat the UFO mystery. They would turn it 
from a bit of a joke to real concern in the 
upper echelons, and this was the point 
when the words ‘cover-up’ started to have 
meaning — and, as you see, legitimately so. 
And not, as so often assumed, connected 
with little green men. 

By the time the MoD UFO desk closed 
down in the 21st century they were using 
the same term as Noyes and | were doing in 
the 1990s — UAP. Perhaps they had finally 
become reconciled to the ambiguities in 
what UFOs really are, and felt that a less 
presumptive term, which may cover natural 
phenomena, might temper public concerns. 

Perhaps Maggie Thatcher was right, if she 
meant that you cannot tell the people about 
UFOs and expect them to understand. 
Saying we have no idea what is going on 
breeds distrust — even if it is the truth. 
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SATAN’S 


LITTLE HELPERS 


This Christmas, do toy-buying parents really know what hellish traps for their children 
they are leaving bundled up in shiny paper beneath the Yule Tree? SD TUCKER recalls 
a classic moral panic — and helps readers shop more safely this festive season. 


very normal, well-brought-up child 
knows what the true meaning of 
Christmas is: toys! But not every 
abnormal, poorly-raised adult 
would agree, preferring to think 
the season is actually meant to revolve around 
Jesus Christ in some obscure fashion. During 
the infamous ‘Satanic Panic’ of the 1980s and 
early 1990s, when hysteria about underground 
Devil-worship cults and subliminal anti- 
Christian messages spread among evangelical 
groups in the USA, some felt demons were 
even lurking within Santa’s big sack of fun. 
Disguised as cheap plastic versions of the 
Transformers, Thundercats, Care Bears, My 
Little Ponies and Real Ghostbusters, such vile 
entities as Baphomet, Chorizon, Pac-Man and 
Baal were just waiting to convert their new, un- 
witting and underage worshippers to atheism, 
humanism, occultism, communism, drug abuse, 
transgenderism and rampant homosexuality. 


TRANSFORMERS: DEMONS IN 
DISGUISE 
America’s leading Toy-Finder General was Pas- 
tor Phil Phillips, author of such well-meaning 
but deeply misguided books as Turmoil in 
the Toybox (1986), Saturday Morning Mind- 
Control (1991) and Dinosaurs: The Bible, Barney 
and Beyond (1994), all of which sold by the 
thousands in Christian bookstores. These texts 
combined to unmask a sinister global plot led 
by LSD-addled 1960s acid-casualties to corrupt 
innocent children’s souls via the medium of 
harmless-looking toys, cartoons, films and the 
money-spinning dino-mania of the Jurassic Park 
period. His VHS tape, Deception of a Genera- 
tion, saw Phillips - looking very like a young 
Donald Trump - team up with fellow Bible- 
basher Gary Greenwald to lecture parents in 
hitherto-unknown truths about their children’s 
favourite characters. For example, it transpired 
the Smurfs were in fact undead zombies, hence 
their very blue skin, who lived in an all-male 
homosexual commune, whose single ‘female’ 
resident, Smurfette, was actually no more than 
a compliant transvestite. 

Today, his battle with Papa Smurf long-since 
lost, Pastor Phillips has moved on to penning 
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Che Smurfs were 
in fact undead 
30mbies who lived 
in a homosexual 
commune 


LEFT: Toy-Finder General Pastor Phil Phillips and 
(below) his demonic nemesis, Skeletor. 


child-psychology books and running a Texas- 
based ‘Miracle Families’ Ministry with his wife 
Cynthia. The Phillips’s ‘Miracle Parenting’ 
course aims to allow good Christian folk to 
raise their kids the right and godly way, free of 
the degrading slavery of Smurfdom. Under the 
influence of nefarious pervert Sigmund Freud, 
the once celebrated Dr Benjamin Spock, 
author of the mega-selling Common Sense Book 
of Baby and Child Care, had foolishly advised 
the world’s parents to raise their children in far 
too lenient and permissive a fashion, promot- 
ing “instant gratification and deviance” and 
accidentally spawning the 1960s generation of 
“draft-dodging, free-loving hippies” who by the 
1980s had gone on to run global toy-firms like 
Mattel, Toys R Us and Nintendo. Shortly before 
his death, the highly illogical Dr Spock had 
apologised for “messing up millions of chil- 
dren” with his textbook; but “the phrase ‘too 
little, too late’” came to Pastor Phillips’s mind, 
and the likes of Super Mario and Geoffrey the 
Giraffe had already claimed their harvest of 
infant souls. The only solution was to “return 
to the tried, proven, balanced and Biblical 
method of raising our children.” 

But were Pastor Phillips’ own child-rearing 
methods really all that balanced? Not to the 
anonymous author of the single below-the-line 
comment his Miracle Families project has so 
far received online: “Here’s a personal note 
for you crackpots: You ruined my goddam 
childhood...!! Could you even imagine how 
traumatic it would be for a reasonably average 
five-year-old to have to witness a bunch of 
strangers stealing his toys and burning them in 
the yard, all the while speaking in tongues and 
goofy shit like that?! Fuck you, you dim-witted 
assholes!” + Using language as blue as that, the 
unnamed critic sounds as if he was raised in a 
commune full of gay Smurfs himself. 


MASTERS OF THE LOONY-VERSE 

The son of a preacher-man, Phillips’s anti-toy 
crusade began one day in 1983 when, following 
his father’s lead, he was on the road delivering 


RETRO ADARCHIVES / ALAMY STOCK PHOTO 


Give your child all the fun in the Universe. 


He-Man? Orko> Castle Grayskull! 
Skeletor? Beast Man? Snake Mountain? 
Battle Cat? 

What is this stuff? 

This is the stuff of being a child. 
You know—that short period of life 
you left too soon. 


And thisis the stuff of Masters of 
the Universe? 

Millions of boys have discovered this 
limitless playground. It’s filled with fun 
and excitement. With heroes and valor. 
And with colorful action toys that last 
as long as their imagination. 


of all, he'll be having fun. 


Here your child can be a hero, too, 
He can be brave and just. He can be 
oa cores tobe. But most 


While he’s still a child. 


co comsteneen 
ete a gee 


ABOVE: A 1980s ad for Masters of the Universe toys: a whole other level of deviant blasphemy. BELOW: Phillips’s 1986 exposé of the dark threat to our children. 


the Good Word when he happened to enter a 
toy-store. There, leering openly upon a shelf, 
was a sight that truly shocked him: Skeletor, 
the evil, purple-hooded, skull-faced arch-nem- 
esis of He-Man from the wildly popular Mas- 
ters of the Universe cartoon series, whose tie-in 
Mattel plastic action-figures were top-sellers 
of the time. Skeletor, who viewers may recall 
was constantly trying to access the awesome 
magical powers of Castle Grayskull, thus to 
dominate the distant planet of Eternia with 
his wicked will, was holding, as he generally 
did, a magical staff topped with a ram’s skull, 
something Phillips accurately recognised as 
being “an occult symbol”. Presumably, Skele- 
tor’s creators had designed this item simply to 
make him look sinister, but Phillips thought 
differently. Purchasing the unholy idol, he 
spoke about Skeletor to his congregations, 
shocked that so many good Christian folk had 
bought this graven image for their own kids 
to worship through play. What should he do? 
As Phil got into his car one day with Skeletor, 
God spoke to him, giving him a clear answer: 
“Through toys like the one you have in the 
back seat of your car, Satan is gaining control 
of the minds of millions of children every- 
where. I want you to do something about it.” 
“To be truthful,” wrote Phil in Turmoil 
in the Toybox three years later, “I thought it 
rather strange that God was talking to me 
about toys.” Nonetheless, he accepted his mis- 
sion and, miraculously, money and aid kept on 
coming his way from nowhere, allowing him 
to establish a travelling Christian slide-show 
warning the general public about the true 
nature of Skeletor and Smurfs alike, the basis 
for his later books and video. Initial problems, 
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: like when unclean spirits nixed the cameras 

: with which he was photographing his collec- 

: tion of He-Man dolls, were quickly overcome 
: by the power of prayer. There were other 

: obscene 1980s toys, like self-assembly card- 

: board guillotines that encouraged siblings to 
: decapitate one another and Noel Edmonds- 

: style ‘God Boxes’ inside which you presumptu- 
: ously posted wishes that would immediately 

: come true, but Mattel’s He-Man range was on 
: awhole other level of deviant blasphemy. 


In each episode of Masters of the Uni- 


: verse, the weedy good-guy Adam magically 


transforms into the super-strong He-Man 
by holding aloft his sword and calling upon 
the wizards of Castle Grayskull, shouting “I 
HAVE THE POWER!”, thus allowing him to 
smite Skeletor into submission as per usual. 
This sounded like a heartening case of good 
triumphing over evil, but actually it was just a 
subtle trap laid by Satan, the Great Deceiver, 
to trick children into thinking He-Man was 
the true Master of the Universe when actually 
this title could only ever rightly belong to God 
Almighty: as Phil noted, “There is no mention 
[in the Bible] of The Power of Grayskull.” 

He-Man and other super-powered cartoon 
characters and their associated toys, like 
Mighty Mouse (drug abuser), the Teenage 
Mutant Ninja Turtles (Zen warriors) and GI 
Joe (violent murderer), were being promoted 
to naive kids as having more powers than 
Jesus Christ; yes, Jesus could walk on water 
or transmute it into wine, but he couldn’t 
morph into a big lorry and run people over 
like Optimus Prime from Transformers. Tod- 
dlers everywhere were now jumping out of 
high windows expecting to fly like Superman, 
while one demon-addled baby’s shocking first 
words were “I HAVE THE POWER!” rather 
than the more usual “mama” or “dada”. One 
lad had even hanged himself, copying a simi- 
lar suicide in a Scooby Doo cartoon. (I must 
have missed that particular and strangely 
adult-themed episode.) 

Meanwhile, He-Man’s sister She-Ra was 
so scantily clad that she was causing kids to 
have impure thoughts, the sci-fi ‘toon Robotech 
was “considered to be highly sexual” by 
acknowledged experts in the field, and the 
Steven Spielberg movie ET and its associated 
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toys were designed to make viewers worship a 
small poo-coloured alien rather than the true 
Messiah, as Jesus had never done anything 
half as impressive as ride a floating bicycle 
towards the Moon. Worse, containing as it did 
such obscene terms as “penis breath”, the 
movie subliminally sought to “enhance the 
reputation of the homosexual community” 
-acase of ET phone homo. Phillips advised 
concerned parents to vet any cartoons or films 
prior to showing them. If they found their 
content “sexually arousing”, adults should 
keep their kids well away. He did not add 

that if you really do find yourself becoming 
homosexually aroused by the sight of ET 
urging children to let him touch them with 
his big brown finger, you should seek urgent 
psychiatric help immediately. 


CARE BEARS IN THE COMMUNITY 
Phillips knew this all sounded paranoid: 
“Ooooh they’re cute; they’re fuzzy and cud- 
dly! They’re soft and so inviting of hugs and 
love. What are they? TOYS!” Skeletor looked 
self-evidently demonic, but what about, say, 
cute little Yoda from Star Wars? Actually, 

he was a Zen Buddhist, whose hidden aim 
was to lure kids away from the true Force, 
that of Christ - but you could expect nothing 
less from Satan, Master of Lies. Yoda’s exact 
image was even to be found in a 1928 occult 
manual, The Secret Teachings of All Ages, il- 
lustrating the appearance of the arch-demon 
Mephistopheles. The tree-dwelling Ewoks, 
meanwhile, were clearly hairy, nature- 
worshipping pagans and Darth Vader was 
(somehow) Odin. Those 1960s hippies who 
now ran Mattel and Hollywood were very into 
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Satan teaches 
our kids that 
Nemons arereal | 
but cute, friendlp — 
and helpful” : 


LEFT AND BELOW: Loveable Yoda turned out to 

be a Zen Buddhist intent on luring kids away from 
the true Force of Christ, while Ewoks were hairy 
pagans. BOTTOM: The Care Bears: echoes of com- 
munism and a worrying humanist perspective. 


New Age mysticism, pagan cults and Eastern 
religions, and encoded symbolism of these 
false creeds in their products to warp young 
brains. The more innocent a toy seemed, the 
more Satanic it truly was; after all, the very 
term ‘occult’ was derived from the Latin word 
‘hidden’. This was well symbolised by that 
perennial family favourite 1984 Christmas 
movie Gremlins, where a breed of charm- 

ing little fur-balls called Mogwais become 

a quickly-multiplying race of vicious scaly 
Gremlins when exposed to water or fed after 
midnight, only dying when exposed to bright 
light. When you purchased a tie-in Mogwai 
toy, the following “occult” instructions were 
listed on the box: “WARNING! You must 
obey all Mogwai rules! Keep them away from 
water. Don’t ever get them wet. Keep them 
out of light. They hate bright light... It will 
kill them. But the most important thing, the 
thing you must never forget, no matter how 
much they cry, no matter how much they beg, 
never, NEVER, feed them after midnight!” 
Parsed biblically, Phillips showed, this was 

a coded message saying “Jesus is the Living 
Water and the Light of the World”, who could 
presumably thus slay Gremlins with His very 
presence. 

Consider also the Care Bears, a series of 
fluffy, pastel-coloured, talking teddy-bears 
with harmless-seeming symbols like smiling 
Suns and half-Moons on their chests, mainly 
aimed at soppy little girls. They live in the 
heavenly realm of Care-A-Lot, instead of 
Camelot, and descend to Earth to teach 
humans the importance of loving one another. 
This sounds nice, if rather emetic, but has 
distinct echoes of communism, misleading 
kids to approach problems from a humanistic 
perspective, relying upon acts of mutual aid, 
rather than simply having faith in Jesus to 
solve their problems as True Believers should. 
Plus, they can fire a “power beam” from the 
symbols on their tummies, which is called 
‘The Care Bear Stare’ in the cartoons, but 
which is really akin to a Master of Eastern 
Wisdom firing chi from his solar plexus. Thus, 
the Machiavellian genius of Satan’s Greatest 
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al OF A GENERATION 


ABOVE LEFT: Gary Greenwald tries to lure Skeletor from a Snake Mountain Play Set. ABOVE RIGHT: Phil and Gary’s 1985 video, Deception of a Generation. BELOW: 
Ninja Turtles exercise the power of Saturday Morning Mind Control (1991). BOTTOM: A Cabbage Patch Kid doll, complete with adoption papers, a hubristic co- 
option of God’s powers that probably stopped mothers from having real babies. 


Lie was as follows: “Satan is methodically 
teaching our youth that demons are real, 
but cute, friendly and helpful. Unknowingly, 
youngsters will ally themselves with demons 
[like the Care Bears] and become willing 
disciples and slaves of Satan.” 

My Little Pony dolls were just as bad, as 
some were unicorns, a known symbol of Anti- 
Christ. Also, they abused magic mushrooms, 
allowing them to use rainbow-magic, fibbing 
that “You can always rely on the power of 
the rainbow!” when this was demonstrably 
false; the only thing you could always truly 
rely on was Jesus-Power. Rainbows were New 
Age symbols, bridges between our world 
and that of Lucifer, like the one leading to 
Asgard in Norse myth. Even the sweetly 
named Gummie Bears were black magicians, 
with their magical Great Book of Gummie, 
used to cast spells in each episode, actually 
being a grimoire, while Casper the Friendly 
Ghost was an obvious contradiction in terms, 
necromancy being biblically verboten. “Our 
children are being taught by TV today to call 
on demons for power. What if one answers?” 
asked Phil. On his Deception of a Generation 
video, Gary Greenwald tried to find out by 
chanting “SKEEELEETOOOR!” into a Snake 
Mountain Play-Set (Skeletor’s usual lair), 
but the skull-faced demon did not deign to 
appear. 


WALKIN’, TALKIN’, LIVIN’ DOLL 

“Let me assure you, I do not have toy burn- 
ings!” Phillips told his disciples. Like Charles 
Fort, all he sought was to lay out his data and 
then let readers do with it as they would. 
Unfortunately, what it turned out readers 
mostly wanted to do with it was to re-enact 
Savonarola’s Bonfire of the Vanities. Nowhere 
in his books did Pastor Phil claim toys could 
actually come to life and molest children. Yet 
the eerie trope of haunted animate dolls and 
wooden mannequins was a popular staple of 
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1980s and 1990s horror, as seen in films like 
Poltergeist (1982), Child’s Play (1988), Puppet 
Master (1989), Demonic Toys (1992) and 
anything at all starring Keanu Reeves. Some 
Evangelicals, having read Phillips’s work, 
applied them to the video-nasty demon-doll 
flicks of the day, with distressing conse- 
quences. 

The Evangelical website demon- 
buster.com (“NO DEMONS AL- 
LOWED”) has an entire section on 
haunted toys, warning about evil 
Pokémon Happy Meal figures 
who seek to hypnotise 
children and featuring 
mad reader e-mails such 
as the following: 

“On Saturday evening 


I was watching television when my daughter 
of two came out of her room to tell me that 
her doll was moving by itself. I assumed that 
it probably fell off the shelf so to satisfy her I 
got up and went to her room. When I got there 
to my surprise she had a stuffed Troll doll 
dancing in the middle of her bedroom floor 
to a Disney movie [soundtrack] ... [began 
pleading the blood of Jesus and commanded 
that spirit to leave. Then the doll went limp 
and fell over on the floor. I took the doll 
outside my house and burned it. What would 
cause something like this to happen?” 
Looking up the word troll in “our BIG 
dictionary”, the demonsbusters.com team 
found these were ancient pagan beings from 
Scandinavian folklore, and gave a rationale 
for the event seemingly cribbed straight 
from Pastor Phillips: “PARENTS BEWARE! 
Demon images are taking over the Toy 
Departments and cartoon programming on 
your television! These images... [are] signs 
of Pagan Idolatry carefully camouflaged... 
but dressed in cute little ‘dolly’ clothes to be 
accepted as a toy and hugged and loved by 
a child... [Trolls] can only help to encourage 
New Age thinking.” Thus, buying a Troll doll 
went directly against Exodus 20:4, “Thou 
shalt not make thyself any graven image”, an 
instruction which referred not only to statues 
of Pazuzu or the Golden Calf, but also to 
Pokémon Happy Meal figures. In forbidding 
such plastic playthings, God was not being 
“cruel and heartless”, but protecting 
the innocent from possession by 
mini-golems; if your children fell 
ill or began misbehaving, the best 
solution was to burn all their toys. 
The demonbusters had 
cured their own child 
of “insolence” by 
|e dumping his plastic 
\ doll of Big Bird from 
Sesame Street, togeth- 


rraze GL 


www.forteantimes.com 


er with a “matching bib”. “We recommend 
destroying or burning all dolls,” they advised. 
“This includes stuffed animals.” 

Even weirder were attitudes towards Cab- 
bage Patch Kids, a line of ugly 1980s dolls 
dubiously marketed as real, living children; 
when you bought one, an adoption certificate 
was included in the box, and when it finally 
fell apart you were meant to post them back 
to the factory in a cardboard coffin for a 
death-certificate, just as you would with a real 
dead baby. “Thus, the manufacturer has given 
the dolls life,” hubristically imitating God 
Himself, like Professor Frankenstein. Pastor 
Phillips found this all pretty sick, thinking 
Cabbage Patch Kids were like little idols, and 
recommending parents instead teach their 
offspring how to look after young responsibly 
by giving them each an egg to raise, like a 
primitive Tamagotchi: “Wherever they go, 
the egg must go, unless the student hires a 
babysitter for the egg.” If the egg were ever to 
be maliciously boiled by the child, this “would 
be the same as child abuse.” The Advanced 
Training Institute (ATI), a US Christian cult, 
took these ideas one step further, claiming 
treating Cabbage Patch Kids or Trolls as 
substitute children could prevent fool- 
ish, doll-worshipping mothers from 
giving birth to actual, non-stuffed 
babies. A 1996 ATI medical 
newsletter, How the Exit of 
Trolls and Dolls Was Followed by 
the Entrance of Babies, tells of 
Satan’s plan to “destroy the 
Godly seed” of human sperm 
by such means. ATI midwife 
Carol Storm had attended 
several home pregnancies 
where the reluctant baby / 
just would not emerge. The 
obvious problem was the 
presence of Trolls and 
Cabbage Patch Kids in the 
family home. Once these 
were seized and burned, 
the babies popped out im- 
mediately. When they saw the 
nutters surrounding them, they 
probably then tried to crawl 
straight back inside again. 3 
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SMURF TRAUMA 

The worst 1980s outbreak of haunted toys 
predated Pastor Phillips’s books, although his 
teachings perhaps later helped fuel it further 
(or maybe the inspiration flowed vice-versa?). 


A branch of Toys R Us in Sunnyvale, Califor- 
: nia, became the focus of alleged poltergeist 


activity during the late 1970s, with the spirit 
bouncing balls down aisles, hurling around 
toy trucks and teleporting teddy bears. Yet 
the playful ghost seemed benign. “He’s like 
Casper,” said one employee. “He never hurt 


anybody.” But, as Pastor Phillips later warned, 


the idea of Casper being a friendly ghost was 
a demonic illusion, and when news of the 


: haunting made national TV in the early 1980s, 


certain California-based Jehovah’s Witnesses 
(JWs) became spooked. Some had purchased 
toys from the store, specifically Smurf dolls; 


might they have accidentally brought demons 
: home with them too? 


In 1986, Phil Phillips warned as follows 
about The Smurfs: “Many forms of the occult 
are contained in this cartoon... Every time 
The Smurfs have a problem, they go to Papa 
Smurf who whips up a spell or recites an 


* incantation to help them out. These are very 


strong images to the child’s mind... In one 

episode, Gargamel, the evil wizard, drew a 

pentagram on the floor and lit candles at 
each point. He then danced within the 
pentagram while chanting a spell ... What 
Gargamel did in that episode is what 


The child now knows how to play with the 
toy since he knows its abilities, as seen on 
television... He will have the toys per- 
form spells and he may even pretend to 
"be the evil Gargamel. The more he uses 
occult will become a part of his life. It 
will no longer seem strange, but will 
become the norm.” 
Rumours about possessed 
Smurf dolls amongst JWs 
spread from California 
during 1983 and 1984, and 
later adopted Turmoil 
“in the Toybox-style 
_P , _ concerns about 
witchcraft, 


_ witches have done through the centuries... 


occult practices in his play, the more the 


LEFT: Phil and Gary ponder Demonism. BELOW: 
Even the once wjolesome Barbie has become an 
evil New Ager and now teaches vulnerable children 
how to practise Skeletor-style yoga. 


leading to mass burnings of Smurf-branded 
toys and products. This was necessary, as 
Smurf images on licensed wallpaper and cur- 
tains were now coming alive and biting chil- 
dren, Smurf paddling-pools drowning toddlers, 
and giant Smurf dolls toppling onto babies 
and smothering them, a seeming pseudo- 
explanation for cot-deaths. Papa Smurf figures 
taught tots demonic tongues, while another 
Smurf toy taken to a JW Kingdom Hall began 
swearing during a service, before jumping out 
of its young owner’s arms and fleeing in terror 
shouting, “I’ve had enough of this shit!” when 
it heard the holy word ‘Jehovah’ spoken. Ex- 
cited by this prospect, one JW child smuggled 
a mini Smurf doll into church inside his 
pocket, waiting for it to start swearing too, but 
unfortunately it stayed schtum. The hysteria 
even spread to Mexico, where alleged ‘Robot 
Smurfs’ merged with local pagan Mayan dei- 
ties and began killing kids anew, leading to 
yet more big blue bonfires. 4 


I’M A BARBIE GIRL, IN A NAZI WORLD 
Pastor Phillips’s basic thought-patterns sur- 
vive today. In May 2022, US online Christian 
influencer Yasmeen Suri posted a worrying im- 
age to her followers of Mattel’s new ‘Breathe 
With Me Barbie’, a special variant of the 
blonde, blue-eyed plastic princess able to have 
her limbs flexed in various yoga poses like 
the lotus position. Coming with a free plastic 
puppy, “who has four thought bubbles to help 
kids visualise different emotions”, the box-art 
blurb promised that “This meditation-themed 
doll celebrates one of [Barbie’s] favourite 
ways to recharge using lights and sound - 
mindfulness meditation! ... Kids simply press 
the [relevant] button in Barbie doll’s necklace 
to activate one of five guided meditation 
exercises that use light and sound effects to 
inspire their own practice [of yoga].” To read- 
ers of Turmoil in the Toybox, this description 
would immediately ring religious alarm-bells 
- for a fellow master of yoga was none other 
than Skeletor, another plastic product of the 
evil hippies at Mattel. He-Man figures often 
included free mini-comics, in one of which, 
Power of Point Dread, Phillips warned that 
“Skeletor is seen levitating himself in classic 
lotus position, with his legs crossed, palms 
out and resting on his knees”, just like the 
real-life pagan Buddhist monks of Tibet, who 
“have been known to levitate themselves 100 
feet in the air and travel more than a quarter 
of a mile”, at least in the books of Alexandra 
David-Neel. 

Would ‘Breathe With Me Barbie’ make 
kids float around like Skeletor too? Accord- 
ing to reformed practitioner of astrology and 
witchcraft Yasmeen Suri: “Yoga Barbie is at 
[US supermarket chain] Target on the shelf. 
Satan always comes as appearing innocent. He 
will never come with horns and a pitchfork... 
Remember, yoga IS Hinduism... Each pose is 
designed to invoke a [pagan] Hindu deity in 


ABOVE LEFT: In a notorious 2013 incident in Melbourne, Australia, a gang of violent Smurfs held up a convenience store. ABOVE RIGHT: Robin White, known in 
Derbyshire as ‘Papa Smurf’, showed off his record-breaking collection of Smurf figures at local schools, but in 2020 was found guilty on child rape charges. BELOW: 
The ‘real’ Papa Smurf contented himself with living in a gay commune and hooking vulnerable children on ‘Smurfberries’. 


also taken Pastor Phillips’ 
paranoid modes of think- 
ing about He-Man and 
subverted them to their 
own purposes. Certain neo-Nazis 
see in the transformation of 
weedy untermensch Adam 


the spirit realm. I have seen children get pos- 
sessed by demons. This Barbie also teaches 
you deep breathing (pranayama). Her 
pet is [also] involved. Satan is after the 
children. He wants to use them and 
indoctrinate them for his glory. Then, 
when he is done, he will destroy 
them. As your kids grow, they will 
get rebellious, depressed and 
many will be suicidal... You 

must remove all toys and clean 
your children’s room of all demonic 
attachments. 


»5 


Other non-Christians have 


NOTES 


All Pastor Phillips quotes taken 
from Turmoil in the Toybox (Star- 
burst Publishers: Pennsylvania, 
1986) and Saturday Morning 
Mind-Contro! (Oliver Nelson: 
Tennessee, 1991). Decep- 

tion of a Generation is online 

at https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=q637VvFFhIGI 


1 https://rationalwiki.org/wiki/ 
Phil_ Phillips; http://bunche- 
ness.blogspot.com/2008/08/ 


holy-shit-deception-of-generation. 


html?zx=6e2de814d02c49d8; 


http://miracleparenting.blogspot. 


com/ 

2 www.demonbuster.com/trolls. 
html; http://www.demonbuster. 
com/dolls.htm 


3 www.gawker.com/the-duggars- 


homeschool-cult-cabbage-patch- 
dolls-are-po-17 10094250 


4 Kyria Abrahams, /|’m Perfect, 
You're Doomed: Tales From a 


: Jehovah's Witness Upbringing, 


Simon & Schuster, 2009, pp.38- 
40; https://undubbed.wordpress. 
com/2014/11/13/jehovahs- 
witness-urban-legends-smurfs/; 
www.snopes.com/fact-check/ 
haunted-toys-r-us/; www. folklore. 
ee/FOAFtale/ftn72.pdf; https:// 
paranormalworld.fandom.com/ 
wiki/A_Brief_History_of_Killer_ 
Smurfs. In 1982/83, there was 


also a notorious example of mass: 


hysteria in Texan schools when 
either real-life Smurfs, or else 


members of a gang simply named : 


‘The Smurfs’, led by a violent 
hoodlum calling himself ‘Papa 
Smurf’, were supposedly going to 


slaughter everyone in classes who * 


into all-powerful blonde ubermensch He-Man 
a hidden metaphor for Hitler’s attempts to 
transform the normal German volk into a 
superior new Aryan Herrenvolk via eugen- 
ics: the franchise should really be called 
Master-Race of the Universe. Skeletor is 
now not Satan, but Moses, another 
famous staff-wielder, the leading 
Jewish corruptor of the white 
race, whose civilisation-rotting 
power is symbolised by his skull- 
like visage. He-Man’s steed, Battle 
Cat, is a panther, or panzer, 
like the Nazis’ top breed of 
tank. When He-Man shouts 
“T HAVE THE POWER!” 
and lightning shoots into his 
sword from above, this is an 
oblique reference to the double 
lightning-bolt rune insignia of 
Himmler’s SS. He-Man even 


was wearing blue or else spare 


depending on which gossip you 
believed. Teachers tried to reas- 
sure younger pupils that Garfield 
the Cat was coming to save them, 
but this had the accidental result 
of making it sound as if the threat 
was real, causing further panic. 
Word spread that genuine cartoon 
Smurfs, “high on Smurfberries”, 
were hiding in the bowls of school 
toilets, and that one gang of blue 
perverts had raped a little girl with 
a broom-handle. Houston police 
actually created a ‘Smurf Patrol’ 
to try and find them, but drew a 
predictable blank. Yet in 2013 a 
genuine gang of violent Smurfs 
were caught on CCTV in Australia, 
where several young semi-naked 
men daubed all over in woad-like 
blue body-paint attacked a man 

in a Melbourne convenience 


: appears to have an Iron Cross on his breast- 
: plate armour in lieu of a swastika. Maybe 

: the name of that equally suspicious blonde 
: bombshell ‘Barbie’ is really a hidden nod 

: towards notorious Nazi war-criminal Klaus 

: Barbie too? 
: In the end, you never know what your chil- 
: dren’s toys might secretly be trying to teach 

; them: just look at the recent storm about 

: Pervy Peppa Pig seeking to make little girls 

: go lesbo. There is only one possible solution: 
: BURN THEM. BURN THEM ALL. One day, 

: your kids will thank you for it. 


: eo SD TUCKER is a regular FT contributor, who 

: owned all the He-Man figures as a child, which 

: he now realises explains a lot. His latest two 

: works of flammable filth, Nazi UFOs and The 

: Saucer and the Swastika, would make excellent 
: kindling to start a bonfire in your own home this 
: Christmas. 


: store after he refused to light the 
everyone wearing blue from death, : 
: indeed dressed as Papa Smurf. 
: The delinquent Smurfs then 

: tried to steal a car to make their 
: getaway. See Newsweek, 4 April 


cigarette of their leader, who was 


1983, p.35; http://blogs.houston- 
press.com/hairballs/2008/07/ 


: the_year_the_smurfs_attacked. 
: php; https://aldinedistrict. 

: org/2020/09/smurfs-in-aldine/; 

: www.dailymail.co.uk/news/ 

: article-2259648/Four-Smurfs- 

: arrested-attack-man-refused-light- 
: cigarettes.html 


: 5 https://churchleaders.com/ 
: news/424577-children-yoga-bar- 


bie-demonic-possession.html 


: 6 www.jasoncolavito.com/blog/ 
: he-man-satanic-propaganda-or- 
: neo-nazi-recruitment-tool 
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BENJAMIN RADFORD 


My Quest for 
Iceland’s Elf Church 


A decade ago, protests against a new road through one of Iceland’s ‘elf areas’ made international 
headlines — but what happened to the Elf Church that sparked the unrest? BENJAMIN RADFORD 
braves blisters, lava and angry seagulls as he goes in search of the legendary Ofeigskirkja... 


n 2018, en route back to America from 

presenting at a folklore conference in 

Brussels, I had a very short layover in 

Iceland. I’d never been there before, 

and wanted to see the beautiful moun- 
tains and landscapes, but quickly realised that 
I wouldn’t have a chance to see much more 
than the capital, Reykjavik. There would be 
no Game of Thrones filming location tours for 
me, and probably no visits to world-famous 
geothermal hot baths unless I booked a tour 
right away and pushed myself. 

As my options for seeing Iceland dwindled 
by the hour I quickly focused on what I could 
see locally. I then remembered a curious con- 
troversy I’d written about for the LiveScience 
website years earlier, about how protests 
over the building of a road in Iceland centred 
on the fact that it would destroy the natural 
habitat... of elves. 

It happened on the Alftanes peninsula, 10 
or so kilometres (six miles) outside Reykjavik, 
in an 8,000-year-old lava field called Galgah- 
raun. In 2013, dozens of environmentalists 
staged a high-profile protest against a road 
slated to cut through the lava field. The cam- 
paign made international news because some 
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The spirit of the 
land came to be 


personified in the 
‘hidden folk’ 


eeee5eeceseeee#sgqee#evs#3see#seeee 


of the protestors claimed that the proposed 
road would disturb elves who lived there (see 
“Elfin Safety Concerns, FT311:14-15). 


THE HIDDEN FOLK 

In their book Icelandic Folk and 
Fairy Tales, folklorists May and 
Hallberg Hallmundsson explain 
that the Icelandic conception of 
nature is intimately tied to its 
folklore of elves and fairies: “To 
the Icelanders, the land was never 
just an accumu- 

lation of 00 
inanimate 50 
matter-a 


{SLAND 


' pile of stones here, a patch of earth there - but 


a living entity by itself. Each feature of the 


_ landscape had a character all its own, revered 


or feared as the case may be, and such an at- 
titude was not a far cry from believing that it 
was actually alive.” The spirit of the land came 
to be personified in elves and other huldufolk 
or ‘hidden folk’ (see Claire Smith, “The Land 
of the Hidden People” FT201:42-45). These 
elves, trolls and fairies are believed to live in 
their own hidden world and generally ignore 
humans, but must be treated with respect; to 
do otherwise invites anything from mischie- 
vous pranks to child abduction or even curses 
(FT43:45, 74:16, 93:20). 
Iceland has several semi-officially desig- 
nated “elf areas,” small caves and 
rocky crags where the magical 
beings are said to dwell. While 
not all Icelanders believe in the 
- literal existence of elves, a great 
- many of them — at least 100,000 in 
- this small nation of fewer than a 
- third of a million people - express 
- some form of belief in them. Some 
~ of the protesters actually cursed 
- the road construction crew (and, 


BENJAMIN RADFORD 


FACING PAGE: The 2013 Alftanesgur highway protest. BELOW: A nithing pole topped with a fish. ABOVE: The road through the Gdlgahraun lava fields. 


by extension, anyone supporting the project). 
This took the form of a nithing pole - a tradi- 
tional Icelandic/German pagan device used to 
curse enemies. Nithing poles are traditionally 
topped with a freshly severed horse head, but 
on this occasion a suitably snag-mawed fish 
head was used instead. It had been six years 
since I reported that story, and many of the 
details had been lost on me, though as it hap- 
pened my father and his companion had been 
in Iceland at the time and had spoken with 
some of those involved. 

Few people can see elves. According toa 
legend in the Hallmundssons’ book, elves are 
invisible to humans because when God visited 
Adam and Eve he asked to see their children. 
God looked upon them approvingly, but asked 
if there were any others, and Eve responded 
“No”; in fact, she had not finished washing 
some of her children in time for God’s visit and 
felt ashamed that He should see them dirty. In 
response God said, “Whatever must be hidden 
from me, shall also be hidden from people.” 
Eve’s “unwashed children then became invis- 
ible to human eyes and they lived in hills and 
mounds and rocks. From them, the elves are 
descended, while humans are the descendants 
of those of Eve’s children whom she presented 
to God.” So it is that elves can see humans and 
make themselves visible at will. 

One Icelandic tale describes how the wife 
of a magistrate in the town of Burstarfell 
came to see elves. One night in a dream a man 
approached her and asked her to follow him. 
“She did as he asked, and he took her some 
distance from the farm to a large boulder 
that she recognised to be in the Burstarfell 
land. The man walked three times clockwise 
around the boulder, at which time it appeared 
to her that it turned into a small but elaborate 
house. He then led the magistrate’s wife into 
the house, which was beautifully furnished.” 
She was given an ointment that, she later dis- 
covered, allowed her to see elfin settlements 
when applied to her eyes: “She was now able 
to see everything that happened in the earth 
as well as on it. Close to Burstarfell, there 
are said to be large rock formations and high 
cliffs. The magistrate’s wife saw that all was 
quite different from what it appears to be. It 


was all farms, houses, and large villages, filled 
with people who behaved like anyone else” 
- except, of course, they were elves. 

Tremembered the 2013 protest, but I never 
heard any more about it. Did the project go 
through? Was there half a highway somewhere 
on the outskirts of Reykjavik that abruptly 
stopped only a few metres ahead of a giant, elf- 
inhabited stone “church,” as in some Magritte 
painting? Or would I find the completed road, 
albeit with a curious C-shaped detour around 
the sacred stone? 

As a folklorist I knew well the lore of elves 
and faery folk, including the dark side of these 
tricksters, who were often cruel and capri- 
cious, perfectly happy to injure, bewilder, or 
even kill those who offended them or strayed 
too far from the beaten path. Visiting the 
stone was as good a day trip as any given the 
short time I had, and it was a chance to see at 
first-hand a folkloric site I had some personal 
connections to. I assumed it would be easy to 
find, given the international publicity it had 
generated only a few years earlier. I knew it 
was on the Alftanes peninsula outside of Reyk- 
javik, but beyond that I had nothing. The hotel 
front desk clerk, Bjarni, gave me some clues 
based on a quick Google search. The road had, 


in fact, been completed, and though he didn’t 
know where the Elf Church was, an official 
statement had said it would be placed near “a 
popular spot for hikers”. Bjarni gave me the 
location of the road through the Galgahraun 
lava, and helpfully sold me bus passes and 
told me the route numbers. After a 20-minute 
walk to the bus stop, the journey involved two 
transfers and would take about an hour and a 
half, assuming good connections. After that, I’d 
just get a cup of coffee at a local shop, follow 
the signs to the Elf Church, snap some photos 
and be back in time for lunch. 


THE FIRST JOURNEY 

On the second leg of the bus trip, since I didn’t 
know exactly which stop I wanted, I told the 
driver what I was looking for and asked for 
the nearest stop. He replied that he didn’t 
know where the Elf Church was, but said he’d 
drop me at the closest stop to the Galgahraun 
lava field. As we left the city and the terrain 
became more rugged I gradually sensed that I 
had miscalculated somewhere along the line. 
Fifteen minutes later, the near-empty bus 
slowed along the Alftanesgur highway and the 
driver called to me. I thanked him, and as I 
stepped out he called “good luck.” As it turned 
out, P’d need all I could get. 

It was like a film where a bus pulls away 
and, as the camera pulls back, the character is 
left in the middle of nowhere. I wasn’t in the 
middle of nowhere exactly, but pretty close to 
it. Ahead of me were kilometres of rocky green 
landscape under grey skies leading out to the 
ocean; behind me was farmland. 

Td planned to follow the signs to the Elf 
Church - but there were no signs. If there 
were no signs, I’d planned to ask locals - but 
there were no locals. If there were no locals, I’d 
planned to get directions and a cup of coffee 
— but there were no businesses of any kind. 

There was literally not a soul from horizon 
to horizon. In the far distance I spied a housing 
development, which could easily take me an 
hour to walk to. Ahead of me was a formidable, 
vast lava field containing, I hoped, one specific 
boulder. Behind me a small dirt road led up a 
hill. I was out of my depth; I could easily spend 
a day wandering the area. 
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Isoon found a small meandering path 
toward the coast. Recalling that the Elf 
Church would be in a place accessible to hik- 
ers, I figured that was my best bet. There was, 
of course, a glaring flaw in my plan: I didn’t 
know what Ofeigskirkja looked like. It was a 
boulder, of course, but I was surrounded by 
tens of thousands of large volcanic rocks and 
boulders. I’'d been unable to find any good 
photographs of it online before I left; the few I 
did find were small, of poor quality, and looked 
more or less like many other rocks. Worse, they 
all showed it in its original setting, not its new 
location. 

It was a regal rock, to be sure, but held no 
particular distinguishing features that I could 
see. I was pinning my hopes on two increas- 
ingly dubious assumptions: first, that there 
would be a marker identifying one of the most 
notable natural features on the island; and 
second, failing that, that I would somehow rec- 
ognise it when in its presence — that I’d have 
“elf vision”, allowing me to render obvious the 
otherwise invisible. Nevertheless, I buried my 
doubts and trod on. 

Iset off down the path toward the coast, 
growing concerned that I'd bitten off more 
than I could chew. Speaking of which, I’d 
brought with me a candy bar and a bottled soft 
drink. I wore sneakers instead of hiking boots, 
not expecting to need anything more substan- 
tial. [had a watch and my limited-function 
phone to keep track of time, but that was it. 
There were no connections back to Reykjavik 
except for the bus stop markers, which I care- 
fully memorised. 

The path — and almost everything around 
me - was covered in slick, spongy moss. It 
made for treacherous footing, combining the 
energy-sapping texture of loose sand with the 
rocky unevenness of craggy lava floes, along 
with the added delight of being wet and slip- 
pery. Though distinctive and beautiful in its 
own way, it was no friend to the traveller. The 
sporadic light misty rain didn’t help matters 
either, and I knew if the grey skies darkened, 
Td have to abandon my quest, return to the 
highway, endure a miserable wait for a bus 
back to the capital, hike back to my hotel and 


dry off. 

The landscape was slightly surreal, with 
grassy/mossy patches reaching out to the 
lava-blackened sand and rocks near the coast. 
Craggy maws of sharp lava opened up in unex- 
pected places, often with forbidding-looking 
holes in the ground that seemed to hide a 
watching presence. If you haven’t hiked on 
lava beds, it’s a strange experience unlike any- 
thing else. On flat land you can see everything 
around you and there’s a sense of security. In 
the Galgahraun lava, you can only see half or 
a third of what’s around you; even climbing 
to the nearest tall hill - no easy feat - doesn’t 
help much. The terrain itself is ruddy brown, 
pitch black, tan, and mauve, with bits of yellow 
and white. In a bit of pointillism, what I saw 
depended in part on how far away I was; forms 
that look a ruddy grey from afar burst into co- 
lours at only a few feet. A sense of the hidden 
was palpable. 

I'd see (or imagine) half-buried faces and 
forms in the terrain. Everything around me 
was hiding something else: the moss hid the 
craggy lava, which itself hid impenetrable 
(and skin-shredding) porous passages. Elf- 
ridden or not, it was precisely the sort of place 
they would live: beautiful, wild, inhospitable, 
and desolate. As the seagull flies, I was only a 
few miles from the nearest house, but on foot 
I was at least an hour away, assuming I didn’t 
twist my ankle on the rough, slippery ground. 

This is part of the wonder, awe, and horror 
of sinkholes; they remind us of the hidden, 
unstable, and treacherous world under our 
feet. We take comfort in the notion that earth 
is solid and supportive, but that is shattered 
when people, cars, and even roads and houses 
suddenly vanish into a gravelly gullet. These 
were Iceland’s versions of Alice’s rabbit hole, 
the rarely-glimpsed portals where the hidden 
folk come and go between worlds. 

My sneakers were already soaked from the 
spitting rain and trudging through wet moss, 
and sharpening pain offered a reliable portent 
of blisters. I did my best to stay on the faint 
trail, which was obviously rarely used. The 
markers were single, sporadic wooden stakes 
(rather unhelpfully spray painted green at 


: the top), and the trail was often invisible. The 
: elves would not make it easy; I’d have to earn 
it. 


I pressed forward, trying to convince myself 


: that this was not a fool’s errand. My concern 

: was not so much going forward but instead 

: going back. I had no information on what 

: lay ahead of me, no GPS or Google Maps. I 

: couldn’t get high enough to see where I was or 
: what progress I was making, and I didn’t know 
: how far the lava field extended. My way out 

: was my way in, and each step I took doubled 

: the number I'd take to get back. 


The weather and my mood grew foul around 


: the same time. I wasn’t worried about dying, 

: but I was genuinely concerned about getting 

: injured and having to flag down a vehicle on 

: the road for help. Just as I entertained increas- 
: ingly serious doubts about the likelihood of my 
: success, I was attacked. 


Td spent much of the past hour or so care- 


: fully looking down to find sure footing, with 

: occasional pauses to see if an Elf Church 

: had somehow presented itself nearby since 

: the last time I'd looked around. Suddenly, 

: what was above me urgently demanded my 

; attention when a large gull dive-bombed me. 

: Td seen gulls harass beachgoers for snacks, 

: but this was beyond merely annoying, it was 

: aggressive. The cries and squawks above me 

: got louder and louder, and after the third gull 

: swooped directly for my head I realised that 

: it was not a one-off event but a coordinated 

> attack in what’s aptly called “mobbing” behav- 
: iour. I'd probably accidentally stumbled into a 
: nesting area, and I didn’t want to be there any 
: more than the gulls wanted me there. Whether 
: they were acting on behalf of elves or simply 

: protecting their territory, it was an unnerving 

: experience. 


Tendured it for about 15 minutes, hoping 


: the trail would take me through the protected 
; patch but it instead just took me deeper. The 

: constant loud squawking made it difficult to 

: focus. With danger both above and below, and 
: mindful of the ever-growing blisters on my 

: feet, I finally gave up. 


Ilost my nerve and couldn’t stand it any- 


> more. I abandoned what little trail there was 


ABOVE: “The path — and almost everything around me — was covered in slick, spongy moss. It made for treacherous footing.” 
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ABOVE: “The landscape was slightly surreal, with grassy/mossy patches reaching out to the lava-blackened sand and rocks near the coast.” 


and headed for the road I'd glimpsed in the 
distance. The problem was that every time I 
would get high enough on the rocks to look 
for the most direct path to the road, I'd be 
exposed to dive-bombing gulls. Sometimes, 
when the wind wasn’t whipping by my ears 
and the seagulls weren’t squawking at me, I 
could faintly hear the engines of passing cars. 

Imade my way toward the road, and after 
about 20 minutes I was walking slowly and 
gingerly along its blissfully flat shoulder. I 
then picked up speed, found the trail ’d come 
in on, and made my way back to the bus stop, 
sore and sorely disappointed, but relieved to 
finally be heading back to lunch and a bed. 
Along the way I discovered a sign that offered 
a rough map of the area. The entire sign was 
in Icelandic, and though Ofeigskirkja was not 
marked (much to my puzzlement and disap- 
pointment), I finally got a sense of where I 
had been. 


CLUES 

Two transfers and a little over an hour later I 
arrived back at the bus station in Reykjavik, 
then up the hill to my hotel. After showering, 
arest, and bandaging my blisters I headed 
out for lunch. On the way out I stopped by 
the front desk, where, with little else going 
on, the staff seemed happy to help sleuth this 
mini-mystery. Bjarni looked online again, but 
found little new information. There was no 
paucity of stories about the Elf Church online 
- including, I noted as I glanced sideways at 
the Google search results he’d found, an ar- 
ticle I'd written —- but they were all from 2013. 


_I abandoned 
what trail there 
_was and headed 
for the road 


It’s no secret that today’s news stories are 
soon forgotten in 24-hour news cycles, but we 
were astonished that there seemed to be no 
online news stories saying what specifically 
had become of the world’s most famous Elf 
Church.Had it been destroyed? Had it been 
moved? Was I even in the right place? 

Whether by accident or design, it seemed 
the Elf Church did not want to be found. 
Three or four phone calls were made (includ- 
ing to a local “elf school”); nobody seemed to 
know where Ofeigskirkja was. The mystery 
deepened, though I felt a twinge of vindica- 
tion: I hadn’t been able to find it, but even 
people who lived nearby didn’t seem to have 
a clue. 

Then inspiration struck. Bjarni thought of a 
woman who would know where it was. I didn’t 
catch her name at the time, but was told she 
was known for being able to see elves and had 
acted as a mediator between the human and 
invisible worlds, playing a role in the fate of 
the Elf Church. Bjarni’s face lit up with sat- 
isfaction as they chatted for a minute or two, 
and I could tell we had something. I wasn’t 


given precise directions, but received several 
clues: the Elf Church was about 100 meters 
from the road; it had been split in two; and 
there’s no designated spot nearby to pull over 
and see it. I didn’t get the sense that anyone 
was being evasive or intentionally vague - it 
was just at a nondescript spot somewhere 
along the road and not near any notable land- 
marks. I got the impression that after the road 
was built and the publicity went away, it had 
faded from the public’s mind. 

The location information made sense. I 
realised that the Elf Church would not have 
been moved too far away; the Galgahraun lava 
fields where I had been searching were too re- 
mote and far from the road. Heavy equipment 
would have been needed to move it, and thus 
it would have to be somewhere near a road. I 
showed Bjarni photos on my smartphone, and 
he told me that the road I had crossed was 
indeed the new road. Thus, I realised, I had 
been somewhere near it, tantalisingly close. 

Tasked what it would cost to take a taxi to 
the area, and was told between £40 and £80 
for a round trip. I momentarily considered it. 
But even if I did, then what? Unless the taxi 
driver happened to know where it was and 
could take me there and back, I’d still end up 
looking for it, perhaps for hours with the me- 
ter running. Or I could have the person drop 
me off and return, doubling my cost. I wanted 
to find Ofeigskirkja, mostly to get photos and 
see it for myself, but this was becoming far 
more trouble than it was worth. I gave up this 
fool’s errand and went to eat. 

As food and ibuprofen kicked in, I decided 
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to play the fool. I had no real desire to retrace 
my route from earlier that morning, but I 
realised I had more information than I began 
with, including bus routes and schedules, and 
knew that the Elf Church was (somewhere) 


near the new highway. This still covered about : 


four kilometres of road, but at least it would 
be on level ground and away from divebomb- 
ing gulls. Plus I didn’t need to worry about 
running out of daylight, as the Sun never set 
during my visit. 


THE RETURN 

So I returned to my quest, better prepared in 
every way (including with mints advertised 
as allowing me to see elves). The bus drivers 
recognised me, and this time I didn’t need to 
ask directions. An hour later I plopped off 
the bus at the same spot on the Alftanesvegur, 
with renewed determination. I headed 
directly to the new road and surveyed the 
situation. My plan to simply walk along the 
narrow shoulder of the road looking on either 
side for something that might look like an 
Elf Church encountered an unanticipated 


snag: much of the road was lower than the sur- : 
rounding lava fields, so I would only be able to : 


see the rocks immediately on either side. But 
if Ofeigskirkja was set back from the road, I 
could easily pass right by it and not see it. My 
only choice was to walk along the craggy lava 
fields within sight of the highway, a prospect 
that irritated my blisters in anticipation and 
effectively doubled the amount of terrain I’d 
have to walk. At least, being away from the 
ocean, the rocks were not covered in moss. I 


set out with a sigh. This was not going to be an : 


easy task, elf-hindered or not. 

The Quixotic nature of my quest was not 
lost on me; fairies and elves are by their 
nature hidden and ambiguous: If everyone 
agreed, or science could somehow prove, that 


338 FT426 


www. forteantimes.com 


The second I saw 
the crevice, all 
the pieces fell 
into place 


a given boulder or rocky outcropping (instead 
of another nearby) indisputably contained 
elves, then there would be no controversy. 
The whole point is that there is an invisible, 
fantastic world which only some can see — and 
I didn’t know if I had the Sight. 

I walked parallel to the road, taking photos 
of especially large or unusual rocks along the 
way. As I peered ahead my task seemed hope- 
less: there were dozens, perhaps hundreds, of 
them. Unless I found some way to confirm I’d 
found Ofeigskirkja, at best I’'d return with a 
few dozen photos of lava rocks, one of which 
might possibly be the Elf Church. Not much 
to show for a full day of trekking across lava 
fields in drizzle (and my tale of braving angry 
gulls, while a bit scary at the time, was hardly 
the stuff of legend; I had nothing on Ulysses). 

With the road to my left I couldn’t get lost. 
My tennis shoes, though hardly hiking boots, 
held up, and my moleskin-swaddled blisters 
ached with each step. I took cold comfort in 
the fact at that at least here, if I badly twisted 
an ankle, I’d be able to hobble down to the 
road and flag a passing car, or get to what 
looked to be some small warehouses in the 
distance. 

Trudging onward for nearly an hour I 
finally came to a crossroads, with some houses 
in the east toward Reykjavik. To drivers on 
the highway, it was just another roundabout; 


LEFT: “Sprouting up like a big craggy nipple” — at 
last, the Elf Church! 


to me it was a giant, unmistakable stop sign. I 
seemed to be near the edge of the lava. I was 
exhausted, in pain, and needed to conserve 
enough energy to trek back to the bus stop. 
The surest course of action was to head back 
the way I’d come, walking along the road’s 
shoulder for the speed and comfort of flat 
ground. With any luck I'd be back at the bus 
stop in an hour, back at the hotel in two anda 
half, and soaking away my disappointment in 
a relaxing hot spa in three. 

Ofeigskirkja had won; the elves had won. 
The local government apparently had made 
no effort to turn it into a tourist site; perhaps 
they were annoyed or embarrassed at the 
attention it had brought during the road’s 
construction. I had no idea what the elves 
thought about it, whether they welcomed visi- 
tors to their church or not, but the local seers 
didn’t seem to have made any effort to guide 
seekers there. 

Thad been right the first time. This was 
indeed a fool’s errand, and I’d been a fool 
twice. I climbed down to the road and started 
walking back the way I’d come, grateful to be 
on flat earth again. But I glanced at the other 
side of the road and wondered if I shouldn’t at 
least look at it. From what I could tell the ter- 
rain was just as rocky and difficult as what I’d 
just crossed, but at least I’'d be heading in the 
right direction: back. If it got too nasty, I could 
return to the shoulder without much effort. 

So I crossed the road, climbed onto the lava, 
and continued my trek, still about 50 metres 
(164ft) away from the road to my left. Within a 
few minutes I saw something unusual ahead: 
a small clearing. Approaching it, I realised 
that this must have been the area the road 
construction crews had used as a base to store 
machinery and materials. It was not really 
visible from the road, being a small low patch 
surrounded by boulders. 


THE ELF CHURCH 
Amid the tall rocks and boulders I noticed 
one in particular. It had a few patches of grass, 
and a variety of grey hues speckled with 
white (probably lichen and bird droppings). 
There was nothing in its colour or composition 
that obviously distinguished it from other 
boulders in the area - with a few exceptions. 
First, it was approximately the right distance 
from the highway; not right next to it, nor 
half a kilometre away. Then again, thousands 
of rocks fitted that bill. More importantly, 
though, it was out of place: unlike most of the 
buried boulders and rocky floes in the area, 
it didn’t rise organically from the earth; it 
wasn’t nestled under grass and moss, instead 
sprouting up like a big craggy nipple. The 
ground around it had clearly been disturbed; 
it had been moved and placed there from some- 
where else. 

Everything grew quiet and still for a mo- 
ment. I drew a faint breath as I wondered if 
this might, finally, be it. Had Ofeigskirkja 


ABOVE AND BELOW: The author reaches the Elf Church and the end of his quest — and leaves a 50 krona coin in a crevice as an offering to the hidden folk. 


and the elves rewarded my persistence? As I 
walked closer I stopped in my tracks as it split 
open in front of me. 

Well, the stone did not literally split 
open - there was no thunderous crack or peb- 
ble blast - but it did visually split open. 


From the angle I’d first seen it, it wt, 


looked like a single, solid rock y ; 


about the size of a cement hh Re 
truck; the natural uneven a Rete: ? 
crags confounded my ~~ 
depth perception and cre- 
ated an illusion. I remem- 
bered that Ofeigskirkja 
had split into two pieces. 
Thad no idea what that 
meant — whether a small 
chunk had come off or it 
cleaved right down the middle 
-and so I hadn’t paid much atten- 
tion to that as a distinguishing detail. 

But the second I saw that beautiful deep 
black crevice, all the pieces fell into place. I 
broke into a weary but wide smile and felt a 
genuine sense of joy. I knew it, but I also felt 
it. Maybe it was the elves’ way of welcoming 
me. Maybe it was just finally finding some- 
thing I’d spent most of the day searching for. 
Either way, I was in no mood to play the scep- 
tic. This was Ofeigskirkja, the piece of stone 
that I’d written about from thousands of miles 
away, the one that had prompted anguish and 
arrests, curses and controversy, prayers and 
protests. Elf-inhabited or otherwise, it hada 
fascinating history and I felt in the presence 
of something special. 

It was about 10 or 12ft (3 to 3.6m) tall and 


See 


probably 15ft (4.6m) long. It was a beauti- 
ful piece of rock, made all the more strik- 
ing by being an obvious transplant. I spent 
another quiet 15 minutes there, just me and 
Ofeigskirkja and the occasional cool breeze. 
I circled the stone three times counter- 
clockwise — just out of curiosity; you 


oak », never know -and it remained 
ok ea the same. If any cars passed 
Wr: T didn’t notice them. The 


gulls thankfully ignored 
me, perhaps because I 
was away from their nest- 
ing grounds, or perhaps 
because the elves had 
called them off guard duty 
now that I’d approached 
respectfully. 
My elation at finding the 
rock had taken my mind off my 
throbbing blisters, but they would not be 
ignored. I became keenly aware that my hotel 
was two hours away and it was getting late. 
My search had taken most of the day, about 
nine hours all told, and I’d fulfilled my quest. 
Before leaving I took a 50 krona coin from 
my pocket and placed it in a small crevice as 
an offering. I picked up a discarded yogurt 
container nearby to tidy the place up a bit, 
and headed out. 

As I left, walking along the road shoulder I 
looked back at Ofeigskirkja; it was invisible. 
From the road, especially at driving speed, 
the clearing would not be noticed. Just as ’d 
been told, there was no turnoff, no marker, no 
place to park, even if you knew where it was. 
It was not on or even near any path or trail, 


though there were homes in the distance. 

Iremember in detail my searches of the 
lava fields, but almost nothing about the trek 
back to the bus stop and the hotel. It’s all an 
elated and happy blur. Upon my return to the 
hotel, Bjarni, apparently getting off his shift, 
passed me as I limped gingerly up the stairs. 
Before he could say anything I exclaimed tri- 
umphantly, “I found it!” and he returned my 
wide smile. I celebrated with a nice dinner 
and glass of wine, scribbling notes about the 
day’s journey before heading to bed to catch 
an early flight. 

Ilater read that plans were afoot to place 
a marker at the Elf Church, making it acces- 
sible to the masses. For all I know, by the time 
you read this there may be guided tours from 
Reykjavik that take a comfortable hour’s 
round-trip and include a lunch. If so, it will 
save tourists and spiritual pilgrims time, 
hassle, and blisters. I’d have loved it then, but 
I wouldn’t trade my trek for it now. I spent a 
day alone among the elves. 
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Dickens's ghosts 


HANKERING AFTER GHOSTS 


ROGER CLARKE visits a new exhibition at Charles 
Dickens’s old house in London’s Doughty Street, and 
reflects on the writer’s relationship with the supernatural. 


-ITSEEMS SHE WAS 
‘NOT AUERSE TO 
TAKING THE BOY T0 
SEE CORPSES 


t’s been 10 years since the publication 
of my book A Natural History of Ghosts 
(see FT296:42-45). I probably should 
have written more in it about the 
writer Charles Dickens. The truth is ’ve 
always had a special place in my heart for 
Dickens. I read Great Expectations every 
other year, and I always open A Christmas 
Carol as Advent descends. Dickens was a 
considerable influence on MR James, who 
used to particularly enjoy reading out 
loud The Pickwick Papers to the schoolboys 
at Eton - when he wasn’t scaring them 
with immersive ghost stories of predatory 
skeletons in rural Dorset. It’s forgotten 
that nesting within Dickens’s comedy 
masterpiece there are five light-hearted 
ghost stories that are often stripped out 
and anthologised. And I was reminded of 
Dickens’s rather strange and interesting 
engagement with the supernatural while 
visiting a new exhibition on the subject, 
“To Be Read at Dusk: Dickens, Ghosts 
and the Supernatural” recently. It’s in the 
house on Doughty Street, now beautifully 
preserved as the Charles Dickens 
Museum, where he lived in the late 1830s. 
Dickens was a sceptic — it’s worth 
saying that from the outset. His natural 
antipathy and disgusted fascination with 
folly made scepticism an obvious position 
for him. Still - it’s an unexpected stance 
from the point of view of him purely as 
a writer rather than an eminent citizen, 
because he seems to write about the 
ghostly and the haunted all the time. 
His grotesques loom out of the ether. 
His crumbling houses are suffused with 
memory. His more extreme characters can 
reek of the graveyard, railed off from the 
lighted house where a party is happening. 
What happened in his middle- 
childhood affected him, and haunted him 
all his life. Though he was the epitome of 
the prosperous, forward-thinking middle- 
class citizen as an adult, on the cusp of 
adolescence his very existence was in 
peril. His father’s debts and his mother’s 
ill-fated academy scheme brought the 
family finances to such a parlous situation 
he was despatched to a child-labourer 
job working with chemicals by the 
stinking wharves of the River Thames. 
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ABOVE: ‘Dickens The Great Magician’ by Joseph 
Clayton Clark (aka ‘Kyd’). 


He was haunted by fate, and what-ifs. P’ve 
written in ANHOG of the class differences 
in ghost-belief: working-class horror of 
unfair fate and cached mischief versus 
upper class heraldic celebration. Upper 
class ghost belief was to remind people of 
their ancestry; working class ghost belief 
was mostly about fear of instability, of 
being one mistake, one wrong turn, one 
misconstrued deed away from destitution. 
Dickens is a classic example of class and 
ghosts, moving from an unmonied dread of 
poverty and death to the comfortable clink 
of middle-class scepticism. 

In 1791 one Mary Weightman, in her The 
Friendly Monitor; Or, Dialogues for Youth 
Against the Fear of Ghosts, was preoccupied 
with banishing “tales of the nursery” 


from good middle-class homes. Sarah 
Trimmer and Maria Edgworth also 
wrote books imploring parents to keep 
an eye on the female servants of the 
household filling their children’s heads 
with supernatural lore. The Elizabethan 
writer Reginald Scott identified the 
same issue centuries earlier, believing 
some men were prone to believe 

in ghosts because of a problem in 
parenting — ghost belief in an adult 
simply betrayed “an effeminate and 
fond [i.e. foolish] bringing up.” 

Luckily for us, the parents of Charles 
Dickens had no idea about such advice 
and allowed young servants to let rip 
on the imagination of the boy. Mary 
Weller was probably only 13 when she 
arrived as the nurse for the Dickens 
family at Chatham - Dickens referred 
to Mary as “Mercy”, adding “though she 
had none on me”. She had an enormous 
repertoire of gory stories and tales of 
ghostly visitations and steeped Dickens 
in blood and terror from the ages of 
five to 11. It seems she may have been 
a gifted natural storyteller; Andrew 
Lang believed she was “obviously a 
true genius as a narrator”. Her bedtime 
stories - which she swore were quite 
true - featured people like Captain 
Murderer, who would make pies out 
of his wives. “She would begin,” wrote 
Dickens, “as a sort of introductory 
overture — by clawing the air with both 
hands, and uttering a long low hollow 
groan.” It seems she was not averse to 
taking the boy to see corpses — lying- 
in was a common social practice at 
the time - including the bodies of 
quadruplets laid out. 

Mary’s departure from the Dickens 
household drove him to discover Penny 
Dreadfuls and The Terrific Register, 
which were heavily illustrated - they 
made him, he wrote later, “unspeakably 
miserable, and frightened the very 
wits out of my head”. I’m interested by 
the nature of illustrations in Dickens’s 
mind and I’m glad the Dickens House 
exhibition features many of them; he 
was very careful about how his books 
were illustrated and who did them. 
Years ago when I read a biography of 
Dickens by Peter Ackroyd one particular 
passage stuck in my mind — Dickens’s 
scariest childhood memory - and for 
the purposes of this article I went back 
to check it. It struck me at the time 
because it was just so very odd: 

It is a figure I once saw, just after dark, 
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chalked upon a door in a little back lane 
near a country church - my first church... 

it horrified me so intensely — in connection 
with the churchyard, I suppose, for it smokes 
a pipe, and has a big hat with both of its ears 
sticking out in a horizontal line under the 
brim, and is not in itself more oppressive than 
a mouth from ear-to-ear, a pair of google eyes, 
and hands like two bunches of carrots, five 

in each, can make it — that it is still vaguely 
alarming for me to recall (as I have often 
done before, lying awake), the running home, 
the looking behind, the horror, of it following 
me... 

I’m intrigued that it was a simple, crude 
drawing that chased Dickens - not a dead 
body or a ghoulish apparition, but a line 
drawing! His ghosts are usually apparitions 
— but recognisable humans. His description 
of off-kilter cognition in stories such as 
The Trial for Murder and The Signalman 
is incredibly well-observed from a 
neurological perspective, but none feature 
being chased by cartoons. 

His ghost stories are often as not about 
crisis and deathbed visitations and of 
course the morally improving spirits of A 
Christmas Carol and The Goblins Who Stole 
A Sexton (his first go at the theme): well, 
their spectral filaments date back to the 
earliest of early medieval ghost stories on 
English soil, and were most firmly put to 
use in the 18th century. Dickens doesn’t 
really need ghosts because he garnishes 
his living and very human characters with 
ghostly aspects. Unlike his nursemaid, he 
didn’t like to alarm his audience, and in 
droll comedies such as The Lawyer and the 
Ghost he anticipates Oscar Wilde. 

The fact is that Dickens didn’t need 
ghosts when living people could do the 


Strooge’s Ghose. 


ABOVE: A stereo card from the 1800s, which depicts Marley’s ghost appearing to Scrooge in A Christ- 
mas Carol. BELOW: ‘The Last of the Spirits’, an illustration for A Christmas Carol by John Leech, 1843. 
BOTTOM: Dickens’s reading copy of “The Haunted Man” with his own colourful additions. 


: same job. His people are ghosts; they don’t 
: need the afterlife to burnish them. In 

: Great Expectations the convict Magwitch 

: isa ghost. Miss Havisham is a ghost. 

: They cover the class spectrum too. Anne 

: Boleyn and Dick Turpin are the king and 

: queen of English ghosts; Miss Havisham 

: and Magwitch are Anne Boleyn and Dick 

: Turpin. Havisham dies in the forge-fire of 

: her ruined wedding. Magwitch dies on the 
: River Thames while transiting back to the 
: afterlife, like Turpin, chased by the police. 
: In Bleak House, Miss Flyte is a ghost. Krook 
: isa ghost —he dies of Spontaneous Human 
: Combustion, which Dickens believed had 

: been established in some kind of vaguely 

: scientific way, which is what makes me 

: think he would have loved the 1890s -— 

: hanging out with Sir William Crookes, 

: Charles Richet and Sir Oliver Lodge. He 

: was a paranormalist ego wrestling with 

: a supernaturalist id. But he died in 1870, 

: just before a more rigorous and scientific 

: exploration of the subject began. 


Dickens had it in him to be a ghost 


: hunter. It would have suited him more 

: than being a Spiritualist, which he avoided 
: because it simply rang so many alarm- 

: bells for him. Among the exhibits in To Be 
: Read at Dusk is a letter which has never 

: been displayed before, from Dickens to 

: William Howitt. Dickens asks whether the 
: Spiritualist and fellow writer can suggest 

: “any haunted house whatsoever within 

: the limits of the United Kingdom where 

: nobody can live, eat, drink, stand, lie or 

: sleep without sleep-molestation” that he 

: and his friend John Hollingshead might 

: visit. It seems Howitt recommended an inn 
: in Holborn, a “tumbledown pothouse... 

: only haunted by the claims of brewers 

: and distillers”. Another haunted house 

: in Cheshunt, Hertfordshire, visited by 

: Dickens, Hollingshead and the novelist 

: Wilkie Collins, turned out to be a folkloric 
: construct woven out of stories. It didn’t 
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ABOVE: Dickens’s house at 48 Doughty Street, now The Dickens Museum, decorated for Christmas. 


exist. Seeing this letter is worth the price of 
admission alone. 

Dickens’s ghosts are lamps and signifiers, 
and the moral tutelage of A Christmas 
Carol can be traced all the way back to The 
Ghost of Mrs Veal - of which I’m glad to say 
the exhibition has a copy - frustratingly 
closed! When I was writing ANHOG I came 
across one brilliant theory from a solitary 
academic (which I have not seen repeated 
anywhere else) that Dickens had based 
his three ghosts idea — past, present and 
future — on the three deities you sometimes 
see at Chinese restaurants. Dickens would 
have seen them when he visited a Hong 
Kong junk moored at the East India Docks 
in 1848. It was called the Keying and is a 
whole world of Thames forteana in itself. 

There is a Dickens ghost story which 
is so full of fortean goodness and ripe 
coincidence that Dickens himself had to 
write a kind of afterward to it. The first tale 
in his Four Ghost Stories (1861) concerns 
a “well-known English artist” who is 
approached by a woman on a London train 
who asks him to remember her face for 
the odd reason he might paint her portrait 
some time in the future. Two years later, 
the artist is contacted by the father of this 
woman, who informs him that his daughter 
died on the very day he met her. Dickens 
soon after discovered that this fiction was 
actually true, when painter Thomas Frank 
Heaphy (1813-1873) wrote a letter to him, 
accusing the author of life-plagiarism 
and inexplicable creepy voyeurism. By an 
extraordinary coincidence Dickens had 
even chosen the same date of death for 
the woman as happened in reality. Dickens 
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wrote The Portrait-Painter’s Story to tease 
out this very odd and fateful coincidence. 

Fate haunted him, not ghosts. In a now 
very familiar pop-culture image of the 
rising dead, in Great Expectations our hero 
Pip has a commanding fear, standing in a 
bleak Kent churchyard, of “the hands of the 
dead people, stretching up cautiously out of 
their graves” —- and the crust of the brachial 
earth, breached. 

It’s notable that his late, and easily best, 
ghost story The Signalman was written by 
Dickens when his body was still drenched 
in the stress hormones and mental anguish 
of a serious rail accident: the Staplehurst 
rail crash of 9 June 1865. While passing 
over a viaduct in Kent the central and rear 
carriages fell down into the river below - 
Dickens was in the only first-class carriage 
to survive. Ten people died and 40 were 
injured. Yet as Ackroyd mentions, one 
writer who has studied his medical history 
believes the author was “foredoomed 
from his youth”. The Dickens family were 
not long-lived. Dickens must have known 
this. He is famous for describing clinical 
conditions long before they actually had 
a name — concussions, stroke and even 
schizophrenia. He had a clinician’s eye. 

I would say too that his almost medical 
precision in dealing with hallucinations in 
The Trial for Murder is in the same ballpark. 

I think Dickens was just finding his 
voice as a ghost story writer when he 
died - he had unfinished business with it 
and wanted to move from the more old- 
fashioned and moralising aspect of the 
tales into something more modern, more 
questing about human frailty. It was against 


all his instincts of sociability to frighten 
people, yet his theatrical bent gave us this 
great Christmas gift of the annual winter 
ghost story. This also answers that puzzle 
as to why people love to be spooked by 
ghost stories especially at Christmas - a 
very British thing. That’s from Dickens. 
His magazine would produce a ghost 
story every Christmas and so then would 
others, and MR James made sure this 
Victorian custom continued into the 20 
century. By reading his stories to choristers, 
undergraduates and Eton schoolboys I 
maintain Monty is the first Young Adult 
Gothic writer in the modern sense and his 
playful adoration of “a pleasing terror” 
is entirely Dickensian. People like ghost 
stories because they are an invisible, silken 
line back to their childhoods, untouched 
and unmediated by the adult mind. With 
Dickens, the nursemaid, the roaring log fire, 
and the winds and weather roaring outside 
the snug, we are forever in the Spookcore. 
If you visit the Dickens museum — which 
I thoroughly recommend - take time too 
to linger above the exhibition rooms in the 
nursery attic, where some modern ghost 
stories, winners from a competition, are 
delivered on an old fashioned earpiece. I 
loved it. 


To Be Read at Dusk: Dickens, Ghosts and 
the Supernatural runs until 5 March 2023 at 
The Charles Dickens Museum, 48 Doughty 
Street, London, WC1N 2LX. 


ee ROGER CLARKE is a writer and film critic and 
a regular contributor to FT. His book A Natural 
History of Ghosts is available from Penguin. 


CHARLES DICKENS MUSEUM, LONDON 


NEIL ARNOLD gets ready 
for Christmas by tracking 
the various appearances 
of Dickens’s ghost in his 
home town of Rochester. 


hen the festive season rolls round | 


and Slade vocalist Noddy Holder 

for the umpteenth time barks 

“Does your granny always tell 
ya, that the old songs are the best” from 
his band’s 1973 hit Merry Xmas Everybody, 
I like to paraphrase such lyrics and apply 
them to ghost stories. The old ones are 
most certainly the best, aren’t they? For 
many years I ran guided tours around the 
historic cobbled streets of Rochester in 


Kent. On fog-drenched nights I would regale 
spellbound audiences with tales of phantom | 


monks said to drift through the walls 

of ruined abbeys, spin yarns of rattling, 
ghostly coach and horses that still rumbled 
down ancient roads and point to numerous 
anniversaries of tragedies believed to have 
spawned such ethereal stories. The crowds, 
however, were not so interested in the tales 
of the ghostly boy in the tracksuit or the 
young girl in a polka dot dress; instead, they 
wanted antiquarian horrors best suited 

to the pages of an MR James book - and, 
particularly, they wanted Charles Dickens. 


Charles John Huffam Dickens was born in 


Portsmouth on 7 February 1812 and died on 


9 June 1870 at his home at Gad’s Hill Pace in 


Higham, situated just outside of Rochester. 
Dickens, in an article from the Manchester 
Guardian dated 10 June 1870, was said to 


have been suffering from a toothache on the | 


Wednesday afternoon, but looked so ill that 
his sister-in-law, Miss Georgina Hogarth, 
became quite alarmed and recommended 
that he telegraph for medical assistance. 

“T shall be better presently,” he said, but 
shortly afterwards fell into unconsciousness 
from which he would not awake. One 

of the strangest aspects pertaining to 

his death is the fact that it came on the 
anniversary of a terrible railway accident 
in which he was involved that had taken 
place five years previously. At 3.13pm on 

9 June 1865, the South Eastern Railway 
Folkestone to London boat train derailed at 
Staplehurst while travelling over a viaduct. 
Ten people died and 40 were injured as 

a result of a missing piece of track that 

had been removed during engineering 
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ABOVE: Rochester Castle, with the Cathedral visible in the distance. BELOW: The plaque in the Castle 
moat, recording Dickens’s wish to be buried there; he ended up in Westminster Abbey. 


SITY OF ROCHESTER 


THE CASTLE MOAT 
SMARLES DICKENS WIGHED To BE BURIED HERE 
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works. Dickens, who was accompanied by 
his mistress Ellen Ternan and her mother 
Frances Ternan, was fortunate in that the 
first-class carriage in which they sat did 
not slip into the river. Rumour has it that 
Dickens - who aided many of the survivors 
- never fully recovered from the ordeal 

of the accident, commenting two years 
later that, “I have sudden vague rushes of 
terror, even when riding in a hansom cab, 
which are perfectly unreasonable but quite 
insurmountable.” 

In the 1866 Christmas edition of the 
periodical All the Year Round, Dickens’s 
ghost story “The Signalman” was published 
(see FT387:37). The plot concerns a railway 
signalman haunted by a frightful apparition 
that appears on the tracks before a tragic 
event. It is claimed that Dickens based the 
story on the 1861 Clayton Tunnel crash, 
which took place five miles from Brighton, 
but surely the traumatic Staplehurst 
incident could not have been far from his 
thoughts. 


Should you visit Rochester, I recommend 
you head for the green moat that runs 
alongside the stunning castle situated on 
Castle Hill, just a few yards from the River 
Medway and the High Street. In this moat 
you will find a small plaque which reads: 
“This ground was originally part of the 
castle moat - Charles Dickens wished to be 
buried here.” The writer’s remains were, of 
course, interred at Poets Corner in London’s 
Westminster Abbey. It is said that Dean 
Arthur Stanley felt it time a celebrity was 
laid to rest at Westminster, despite this 
going against the wishes of Dickens himself. 
And this is where the ghost story comes in. 

Many a frosty night I have stood in the 
moat of Rochester’s crumbling castle and 
told the story of how every Christmas Eve 
the spectre of Dickens makes himself 
known. His spirit has apparently been seen 
flitting across the moat in the direction 
of the churchyard of St Nicholas Church 
opposite, where he stands in front of an old 
gravestone that bears the name “Dorret”, 
from which he allegedly took inspiration 
for his novel Little Dorrit. Several local 
shop owners have claimed that they have 
experienced the ghost of Dickens — a few 
footsteps here, a creaky floor board there 
— but I know of no one who has actually seen 
his restless wraith. 

However, should you ever find yourself in 
Rochester on Christmas Eve, I suggest you 
hide up somewhere and project your gaze to 
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ABOVE LEFT: Rochester’s Corn Exchange. ABOVE CENTRE: Restoration House. ABOVE RIGHT: The ghostly figure caught on camera in Rochester Cathedral. 


the cobbles beneath the Moon-faced clock 
of the Corn Exchange - for this is where, 
so it is said, the ghost of Dickens appears 
every year at midnight. He is said to set 
his watch by the clock before vanishing. I 
have known a few people who have braved 
the cold night air on Christmas Eve and 
waited, in the shadows, for the great writer 
to appear, but he never does, surely making 
him one of the most unreliable of ghosts 
- alongside Dick Turpin and Anne Boleyn 
- in British history. Perhaps this is down to 
his diary, which is jam-packed with places 
he needs to be in order for his apparition 
to haunt them. Dickens is also said to 
appear over the festive period at the Swiss 
Chalet, situated behind Eastgate House 
in the High Street. The chalet was once 
located at Dickens’s Higham residence 
and it is claimed that his spectre is seen, 
throughout December, peeping through the 
cracks of the blinds while he attempts to 
finish The Mystery of Edwin Drood. 

It is also said that the last place in 
Rochester that Dickens was seen alive 
was by the railings that look towards the 
imposing Restoration House, which he 
called Satis House in Great Expectations, 
and yet his ghost has never been known 
to loiter there. Maybe his spirit dallies 
in the corners of his Higham residence, 
although a report from the Evening Express 
of 10 December 1910 suggests otherwise. 
“Mr Alfred Tennyson Dickens, the eldest 
surviving son of Charles Dickens,” the 
report states, “related in a lecture how 
the servants at Gad’s Hill once threatened 
to leave because they were terrified by a 
ghost. Dickens, armed with a gun, and his 
sons, armed with bludgeons, set out to find 
it, and saw a white object which emitted an 
awful noise. It proved to be an asthmatical 
old goat.” 
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Over the years, I have filed some 50 
reports of ghostly activity from Rochester’s 
High Street alone, making it far more 
ghost-infested than the entire village 
of Pluckley, reputed to be Kent’s most 
haunted location (FT87:53, 308:70, 386:35, 
388:43-44). Many of the apparitions are 
said to appear at Christmas time. The 
Coopers Arms public house is one of the 
oldest pubs in the country and was built 
during the 12" century. This snug alehouse 
boasts a fascinating life-size figure of 
a monk encased behind a glass panel. 
Legend states that centuries ago a monk 
had an illicit affair and was bricked up 
somewhere in the walls by his disapproving 
brethren. Every November and December, 
he makes his presence known by the 
swaying tankards on the old oak beams, the 
beer bottles that rattle of their own accord 
and the cold spots in the corner of the inn. 

However, I’d like to finish with a 
ghostly tale that has some evidence, not 
just anecdote, to back it up. Rochester’s 
glorious cathedral - situated opposite 
the castle - has been a place of Christian 
worship since AD 604 and also boasts 
a festive phantom or two. One is said 
to be that of a monk, possibly the same 
tormented chap who haunts the nearby 
pub, who drifts by the cathedral and 
heads towards Minor Canon Row before 
vanishing — but not before a young woman 
is said to follow the same route. However, 
the most impressive spectre is one that has 
been caught on film. In 2011, while writing 
my book Haunted Rochester, my co-author 
Kevin Payne visited the cathedral. Like 
me, Kevin was an avid collector of ghostly 
tales and we’d both been intrigued by 
reports of a ghostly clerical figure said to 
appear in the cathedral at Christmastime. 
While visiting one afternoon Kevin took 


a handful of photographs in the cathedral 
on his digital camera, and on looking 
back at them, while still in the building, 
was stunned to see a figure standing at 
the end of an aisle in one of the images. 
Although not overly clear, and definitely 
open to interpretation, the figure looks to 
be dressed in a clerical outfit and clutching 
its hands as if in prayer. There was no one 
else in the area at the time and the figure 
only appears in one photo. When Kevin 
approached a member of the clerical 
team and showed him the photo, the man 
replied: “Oh yes, I’ve seen him a few times 
- he’s a ghostly priest who disappears 
through a now bricked-up archway.” 
Maybe there’s something about the 
festive period that stirs the spirits - and 
I don’t mean those mulled wines that sit 
heavy in the lower regions of the stomach 
after a roast dinner. Dickens, of course, 
enjoyed and wrote ghost stories, and while 
his own phantom may not linger in the 
shadows of historic Rochester - at least 
not if the complete lack of eye-witness 
testimony is anything to go by -I’m sure, as 
a writer, that he’d like us to think it does. 
“He always said, what a curious thing it 
was that he should have found out, by such 
a mere accident as his climbing over the 
palings, that the ghosts of mail coaches and 
horses, guards, coachmen, and passengers, 
were in habit of making journeys regularly 
every night” — Charles Dickens, The Ghosts 
of the Mail 


eo NEIL ARNOLD is a folklorist, public speaker 
and author of several books including 
Haunted Rochester, Haunted Chatham, 
Haunted Ashford and Kent Urban Legends. 
He runs the Facebook groups ‘Haunted 
Rochester’, ‘Pluckley Ghosts’ and ‘The Ghost 
of Bluebell Hill’. 
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Supernatural snobbery? 


Are modern ghost hunters 
really so bad asks CLAIRE 
DAVY, or could their 
livestreamed antics 
complement the work of 
traditional investigators? 


o be involved in the 
search for proof of the 
existence of life after 
death, you have to bea 
certain kind of person. 
Inquisitive? Certainly! 
Dogged? Absolutely! 
Open minded? That’s a given! 
But I’ve noticed a new 
characteristic in the modern- 
day ghost enthusiast — a dash of 
“paranormal pomposity’ - and it 
is causing a widening rift in a field 
that already struggles to define 
itself to the outside world. 

While attending a recent 
meeting of a ‘learned society’ on 
the matter of modern-day ghost 
hunters (an excellent talk given 
in a humorous, informative and 
authoritative vein), I was aware of 
(and distracted by) the reactions 
of some of my fellow attendees. As 
the slide show presented images 
of well-known TV ghost hunters 
and self-proclaimed ‘experts’, 
groans and tutting echoed among 
the audience and knowing, 
self-satisfied laughter greeted 
the speaker’s barbs about ‘EMF 
meters’ and ‘orbs’. The consensus 
seemed to be that the further 
we stray from the halcyon days 
of Price, Underwood, Green and 
Holzer, the more we are estranged 
from our objective - discovering 
proof that souls can survive death. 

But the reaction of the 
knowledgeable folk around me 
made me wonder: is this really 
the case? Does the addition of a 
K2 meter, an infra-red camera or 
even a ouija board necessarily 
detract from the serious pursuit 
of evidence? I think we can agree 
that someone who pays £30 toa 
commercial ‘ghost hunting’ outfit 
and turns up with the expectation 
of experiencing anything other 


than contrived or natural 
phenomena is likely to be on an 
expensive wild goose chase. But 
does that mean that none of the 
modern ghost hunting groups, 
with their myriad contraptions 
and social media channels, have 
contributions to make to this most 
fascinating of fields? 

Let us not forget that Harry 
Price was hardly camera shy and, 
indeed, was the founder of the 
National Laboratory of Psychical 
Research, a veritable treasure 
trove of ghost hunting and 
monitoring equipment, including 
thermographs, tambourines, a 
‘séance cupboard’, gramophones, 
dictaphones and cameras. 
Investigators have always used 
the latest equipment available 
to them. What those who want 
a return to an ‘organic’ mode of 
investigation (eyes, ears anda 
notebook), may really be saying 
is: “There is too much information 
now —a sensory overload that 
ironically drowns out the very 
thing it is trying to capture”. 

Or is the issue that the field 
is now more open, not just in 
terms of equipment and access, 
to anyone with a passing interest 
in the subject? In times past, the 
venerable Ghost Club operated 
strictly on the basis of invitation- 
only membership. Ornate cards 
were dispatched to ‘desirable’ 
candidates with an expertise 
or interest in the field. Also, 
unlike the modern-day ghost 
investigator — who is expected to 
perform the role as an addendum 
to child rearing, career and social 
life and who may therefore only 
have one Saturday a month to 
offer — attendance in the early 
days of the Ghost Club or the SPR 
was considered mandatory in the 
absence of compelling mitigation. 

Should we return to those days? 
Or is there room for compromise? 
For intelligent discussion and 
conventional methods to exist 
alongside new ideas, equipment, 
practices and stories? If you’d 
told the 16-year-old me that in 
decades to come, simply pushing 
a button on the remote control 


would provide immediate access 
to countless ghost hunting teams 
investigating castles, pubs and 
workhouses, I would have yelped 
with joy (well, maybe not; I was 
16 after all). But even I admit 
that enough is... well, too much. 
Every variety of ghost hunting 
is covered, from antagonising 
spirits in haunted buildings to 
summoning demons in forests; we 
may be only a hairsbreadth away 
from a full-blown exorcism in 
the local nursery school. It seems 
nothing is out of bounds (even if 
signs, warnings and in some cases 
convictions for criminal trespass 
urge that it is), and that is part of 
the problem: there used to be an 
etiquette to ghost hunting, an art 
and a mystery that has been lost. 
People used to be scared of 
the afterlife, petrified by the 
idea that they might be living 
cheek by jowl with a discarnate 
entity. Only once conditions 
had become unbearable for 
the unfortunate recipient of 
supernatural attention would 
they have considered calling in 
help - and even then it would 
have been done discreetly, by 
contacting a learned society 
such as the London Ghost Club 
(founded 1862) or the Society 
for Psychical Research (founded 
1882). These requests would have 
been vetted and passed on to 
luminaries such as Harry Price, 
Nandor Fodor, Philip Paul or 
Andrew Green. Any subsequent 
probing by these investigators 
would be conducted under a strict 
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LEFT: Harry Price, surrounded by state-of- 
the-art ghost hunting gear. 


code of ethics. Though people still 
use these traditional channels, 
they are more likely to find a 
local group or individual online 
who is untrained, unregulated, 
unaffiliated to any professional 
body, but genuinely fascinated 

by the prospect of seeing a ghost 
- does this make them any less 
reputable? 

Well, most organisations 
still require members using 
their name to be trained in the 
delicacies and pitfalls that come 
with investigating a haunted 
property, especially when it is an 
inhabited domestic dwelling. It 
should be obvious that if mental 
illness, familial turmoil or even 
domestic abuse could be a factor 
in purported ‘incidents’ (as has 
sadly been the case on many 
occasions), then a delicate touch is 
required so as not to cause offence 
or exacerbate the situation. As 
with many things in life, whether 
150 years ago or today, the 
addition of any external presence 
into a troublesome situation can 
be fraught. Harry Price fell out 
with the Bulls of Borley and Guy 
Lyon Playfair and Maurice Grosse 
had to bite their tongues often at 
84 Green Street, Enfield. 

So can we make room for the 
modern ghost hunter in the 
séance parlour of the past? Or 
will we remain too immersed 
in our traditions and feelings 
of superiority to accept that 
sometimes the latest EVP is as 
interesting as a Raudive capture - 
or that the Captain Provand photo 
of Lady Dorothy Walpole may be 
every bit as flawed as the latest 
much-vaunted You Tube video? 

I think we are still worlds apart, 
but you never know: between the 
traditionalists and the moderns 
there may one day be a consensus 
-and on that day, perhaps, we will 
get the evidence we all desire. 


@¢ CLAIRE DAVY is a member of the 
Ghost Club and SPR and sits on the 
executive committee of ASSAP. 
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Haunted Scottish bothies 


PETER McCUE presents 
ghostly experiences from 
the Highlands. 


hroughout upland 

areas of the UK, one 

can find buildings 

that provide shelter 

for passing climbers 
and walkers. They’re usually left 
unlocked and are available for use, 
free of charge. Known as ‘bothies’ 
(from the Gaelic word bothan, 
meaning small or makeshift 
dwelling), they’re spartan places. 
Over the years, I’ve ascended 
many of Britain’s higher peaks of 
the British Isles, but I must admit 
that I’ve never actually spent a 
night at a bothy. That’s because 
I'ma sybarite (‘softie’, in plain- 
speak), preferring to end a day’s 
hillwalking or climbing at home, 
or in a hotel, with a shower, drinks, 
a decent meal and a comfortable 
bed! 

People have experienced 
anomalous phenomena at bothies. 
Take, for example, the Corrour 
Bothy in the Lairig Ghru, a 
prominent pass that cuts though 
the central Cairngorms in a north- 
south direction. The late Affleck 
Gray had an odd experience there 
one night in August 1932. He was 
dozing in front of a fire when he 
heard the open outer door close 
and the locking bar swing into its 
keepers. He managed to get out 
by squeezing through a window. 
Looking around, he saw no sign 
of any person or animal. During 
subsequent visits, he tried, in 
various ways, but without success, 
to get the door to slam shut and 
lock itself. * In the mid-1970s, 
David Trainer was alone in the 
Corrour Bothy when he sensed 
a presence and heard footsteps 
approaching. But no one came in, 
and when he went outside, there 
was no one about. Later that night, 
while he was lying in his sleeping 
bag, he again heard footsteps 
coming up to the door. 2 

Years ago, a friend of mine, 
David Muir, had a similar 
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ABOVE: Abyssinia Bothy, March 2022. FACING PAGE: Luibeilt Lodge, March 2022. 


The living room 
erupted with the 
sound of things 
flying about 


experience to Affleck Gray’s, also 
in the Cairngorms. It may have 
been at the Hutchison Memorial 
Hut in Coire Etchachan. David 
was with four fellow-members 
of a Territorial Army unit. There 
were also two women in the bothy. 
At some point, it was discovered 
that the door of the building had 
been closed, from the outside, 
via a bolt or latch, although no 
one seemed to be about. One of 
the soldiers managed to wriggle 
out through a window space and 
unlock it. Rennie McOwan quotes 
aman called Brian Cullimore. He 
and a climbing companion, Alan, 
had had some odd experiences at 
the Hutchison Memorial Hut in 
December 1986. Having dozed off, 
they woke at 11pm, feeling uneasy. 
Alan thought that he’d heard 
footsteps approaching the hut, 
but no one arrived. A quick look 
outside showed no one in sight. 
The men fell asleep again. But 
later, Alan woke Brian to say that 
he’d seen a snake in the building? 
In Glen Kinglas, Argyll, there’s 


a bothy called ‘Abyssinia’. The 
original building was a croft 
before it became a bothy. A man 
called Iain Mor had lived there. 
He’d served with the British Army 
in Abyssinia (now Ethiopia) in 
the 19th century. He talked so 
much about being in Abyssinia 
that his house became known 

by that name. The old bothy 
eventually became derelict. But it 
was renovated by volunteers from 
the Mountain Bothies Association 
in 2017. I haven’t heard of any 
reports of paranormal activity 
since, but the old building had a 
reputation for ghostly phenomena. 
For instance, McOwan quotes a 
man called Tom Gilchrist, who 
had a fright there when he was 
16. He was approaching the door 
of the building, intending to heat 
up a drink, when a feeling of fear 
and terror came over him, which 
induced him to run away. * 

Ben Alder Bothy is beside Loch 
Ericht in a remote part of the 
Central Highlands. McOwan’s 
book cites several reports of 
ghostly phenomena occurring at 
this site (pp. 136-44). For example, 
Robert Grieve (later Sir Robert) 
and a friend experienced auditory 
manifestations while staying there 
one night. They heard footsteps 
entering the room next door. They 
checked, but no one was there. 
Later, they heard what sounded 
like heavy nailed boots pacing 


up and down outside; and during 
brief pauses, they sensed that 
they were being observed from a 
window. But when they went out 
with torches, they saw no one. 
They bedded down again, but once 
more heard footsteps entering 
the room next door. After some 
aimless tramping sounds, there 
was a moment’s pause, and then 
what sounded like heavy furniture 
being moved over the floor, 
although there was no furniture in 
the room at the time. Grieve and 
his friend went through to it again, 
but it was empty. They retired 
for the night. There were further 
noises, but nothing untoward 
occurred. 

Two recent podcasts from 
BBC Radio 4’s Uncanny series 
focused on accounts from a man 
called Philip Macneill. Among 
other things, he described 
ghostly experiences that he and 
two companions had allegedly 
had in 1973 at Luibeilt Lodge, a 
former stalker’s cottage in the 
Highlands.® As the crow flies, it’s 
about six miles (10km) north-east 
of the village of Kinlochleven. 
The walking distance from the 
village is around 10 miles (16km). 
Therefore, a return trip on foot 
takes several hours. I visited the 
site in March 2022. Only the shell 
of the building now remains. 

Macneill was 18 at the time of 
his first visit, with a friend called 
Jimmy Dunn, on 3 February 1973. 
The two-storey lodge was then 
intact and supposedly functioned 
as a bothy, although I’m not sure 
whether it ever had any formal 
or official status as such. No one 
else seemed to be about. Leaving 
their heavy bags in an outbuilding, 
Macneill and his friend set off 
for some climbing, returning 
about 9pm. However, this puzzles 
me, because it would be getting 
dark around 5pm at that time of 
year, and climbing or hillwalking 
during hours of darkness in wintry 
conditions would obviously be 
hazardous. Anyway, according to 
Macneill, they managed to enter 
the building via a window. It was 
much colder inside than out. They 
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looked around the house, which 
seemed to have been vacated 
suddenly. They noticed a table set 
for a meal, with unused Christmas 
crackers on it. The bedrooms were 
furnished, apart from a small one 
above the living room. Within it, 
there was a dismantled metal 
frame bed lying against a wall, 
and a rock on the edge of the 
window-sill. 

Around midnight, Macneill and 
Dunn got into their sleeping bags 
in the living room and blew out 
the candles. Almost immediately, 
they heard footsteps from the 
bedroom above, and then what 
sounded like the dismantled bed 
being pulled away from the wall 
and re-assembled. A little later, 
there were sounds suggestive of 
the aforementioned rock being 
rolled about on the floor of the 
room above. At 4am, the living 
room ‘erupted’ with the sound 
of things flying about. Macneill’s 
heart was beating so hard that 
his friend could allegedly hear it! 
Then, suddenly, things went silent. 
Macneill lit a candle, but it went 
flying across the room. Things 
‘erupted’ again, and Macneill 
lit another candle. There was a 
set of bookshelves in a corner 
of the room, and Macneill could 
reportedly see books ‘fluttering’, 
and some being thrown off the 
shelves. There were further 
auditory phenomena before the 
two men left the building via a 
sash window. Looking up at the 
window of the room over the 
living room, they noticed that the 
olive-green curtains, previously 
open, were now closed. 

According to Macneill, in late 
August 1973, he and a sceptical 
friend, David, visited the lodge, 
arriving around midnight. After 
a meal, they bedded down on 
the living room floor. As they 
blew out the candles, there was a 
noise from outside, like a plastic 
sack of rubble being dragged 
over stones. It got louder and 
louder and came right up to the 
window. Then, it was heard again, 
right outside the living room 
door. Macneill reached out with 
his right hand. He clenched his 
fist, leaving his thumb and little 
finger extended.® This cast a 
huge shadow on the ceiling, the 
illumination presumably coming 
from candlelight or torchlight. The 
noise retreated towards a nearby 


river, accompanied by a sound of 
rushing air. Macneill considered 
that he’d ‘conquered it’ and he felt 
‘absolutely alive’. 

Macneill spent a third 
night at Luibeilt Lodge, in the 
autumn of 1975, in the company 
of fellow climbers. Nothing 
untoward occurred, but there 
were scribblings on the walls 
and ceilings (e.g. “This house is 
haunted”), suggesting - if taken 
seriously - that at least one 
other person had experienced 
something odd there. Macneill 
returned to the site on three 
further occasions (most 
recently in the summer of 2021), 
experiencing only relatively 
minor phenomena. 

Danny Robins, the podcast 
host, received an e-mail froma 
Gavin Jamieson, referring to an 
item in the 26 April 1890 issue 
of the Aberdeen Weekly News. 

(I wonder whether this should 

be the Aberdeen Weekly Journal, 
and General Advertiser for the 
North of Scotland.) It referred 

to a deer stalker who’d lived at 
Luibeilt Lodge and whose wife 
had found him hanging from a 
cross-beam, although judging 
from another press report, the 
hanging occurred in an adjacent 
barn, not in the house itself. 7 But I 
think we should be cautious about 
attributing Macneill’s alleged 
experiences to a suicide that had 
occurred at the property more 
than 80 years before his first visit. 

In January 2022, I messaged 
Macneill via Facebook, asking 
whether Jimmy Dunn (reportedly 
present during Macneill’s 
first visit to the lodge), David 
(reportedly present during 
Macneill’s second visit), and Bill 
(a former flatmate of Macneill’s) 


were still alive, whether he had 
their contact details, and — if 

so —- whether I could seek their 
recollections of the events 
described. I received no reply. 
But I recently discovered that 
Danny Robins had provided 
additional information about the 
Luibeilt case in another episode 
of the Uncanny series, one titled 
“Case 12: Fatal Collision”. ® For 
one thing, Macneill informed 
Robins that he’d lost touch with 
Jimmy Dunn, and that when they 
last spoke, Jimmy said that he 
didn’t want to talk about the 1973 
incident again. However, Robins 
referred to a Facebook post from 
Jimmy’s daughter, confirming 
that Macneill’s story was true. (I 
couldn’t find it. Maybe it’s been 
deleted.). Macneill informed 
Robins that David was never the 
same after their visit to Luibeilt, 
that he suffered from bouts of 
depression, and that he perished 
from hypothermia one winter. 
Robins added that Macneill had 
passed on an email that he’d 
received from David’s nephew, 
John, confirming that David 

had told his family about his 
experiences at Luibeilt. Robins 
explained that Macneill had 
received an email from a man 
who’d been friends with a couple 
who’d lived at the lodge in the 
early 1970s. They’d supposedly 
opted out of society and were 
trying to raise their family there. 
At Christmas (1972, presumably), 
the woman gave birth to another 
baby. But the local doctor had 
given them a stark choice: either 
to leave Luibeilt, or to have the 
child taken from them. The GP 
perhaps feared that such a remote 
property, without electricity and 
other basic amenities, wouldn’t 


be a safe place for an infant. 

That may explain why, when 
Macneill and Jimmy Dunn visited 
it in February 1973, the lodge 
looked as if it had been suddenly 
abandoned. But one might wonder 
about the status of the alleged 
occupants - whether, for example, 
they were squatters, or whether 
they were renting the house from 
an estate. If the story about them 
is true, it would be interesting to 
know whether they experienced 
any strange phenomena during 
their time there. 

Even if we accept that the 
phenomena mentioned above 
truly occurred and were genuinely 
paranormal, we should be 
cautious about inferring that 
the buildings concerned were 
haunted. In some of the cases, at 
least, the manifestations may have 
been generated, unconsciously, by 
one or more of the people present. 
Having said that, I’m inclined to 
think that the phenomena at Ben 
Alder Bothy may reflect a true 
haunting (a place-centred case), 
because different witnesses have 
reported experiencing similar 
manifestations there. 

All of the cases I’ve cited relate 
to Scotland, but for all I know, 
people staying at bothies in other 
parts of the UK may have had 
similar experiences. If readers 
are aware of such cases, I’d be 
interested in hearing from them. 


NOTES 


1 Affleck Gray, The Big Grey Man of Ben 
MacDhui, Birlinn, 1994, pp.35-37. 

2 Rennie McOwan, Magic Mountains, 
Mainstream Publishing, 1996, pp.149- 
150. 

3 McOwan, ibid., pp.154-155. 

4 McOwan, ibid., pp.147-148. 

5 The two episodes are listed as 
Cases 10 and 11, even though they 
relate to the same case. The podcasts 
are available at: www.bbc.co.uk/ 
programmes/m0010x7c 

6 According to Macneill, this was a 
‘demonic sign’, but it’s not clear to me 
what induced him to use it. 

7 https://mobile.twitter.com/ 
gmbjamieson 

8 www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/ 
m00138wy 


@€ DR PETER MCCUE is a retired 
clinical psychologist with a longstanding 
interest in anomalous phenomena. He’s 
written four books in this field as well as 
numerous articles for Fortean Times. 
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Harnessing ancient sensitivity 


Bob Rickard explores what it is that sets us apart from other life forms on this planet, in this 
breath-taking and passionately argued work 


Being a Human 
Adventures in 40,000 Years of 
Consciousness 

Charles Foster 


Profile Books 2022 


Pb, 400pp, £10.99, ISBN 9781788167185 


Charles Foster’s first best-seller 
- Being a Beast (2016), widely 
praised as a “strange master- 
piece” — had a premise that was 
hard to beat: he wanted “to know 
what it is like to be a wild thing”. 
He and his son Tom attempted 
to recreate an Upper Paleolithic 
lifestyle in a Derbyshire wood, 
getting down with the badgers, 
foxes, deer, swifts and otters. It 
was one thing to describe which 
areas of a badger’s brain light up 
on a functional MRI scanner as it 
sniffs a slug, they reasoned, and 
quite another to discover how 
the whole wood appears to the 
badger. 

Their plan “involved inching 
dangerously down the evolu- 
tionary tree and into a hole in 
a Welsh hillside, and learning 
about weightlessness, the shape 
of the wind, boredom, and the 
shudder and crack of dying 
things ... seeing the world from 
the height of a badger, shuffling 
or swooping through a landscape 
that is mainly olfactory or audi- 
tory rather than visual”. 

This was not an exercise in 
hippy neo-shamanism but a 
(literally) down-to-earth experi- 
ence of animal environments 
and diets and winding back all 
their modernised human senses. 
One memorable portion (among 
many) was their verdict on the 
taste of worms munched in dif- 
ferent parts of the countryside 
and in various seasons. 

The Fosters emerged from the 
woods with Good News for us all: 
there is indeed an alternative to 
regarding ourselves as merely 
“meat machines” (scientific 


materialism) or “economical 
units” (the socio-political view). 
Foster found these two para- 
digms “insulting”, adding that 
we humans are capable of being 
“so much more”. 

The premise for Being a Hu- 
man turns upon puzzling out 
what sets us apart from the other 
lifeforms on this planet. To do 
this means following the evolu- 
tion of modern consciousness 
forward from the first evidence 
of it in the Upper Paleolithic era 
some 40,000 years ago. 

Using his badger-honed 
techniques of “guided mental 
and sensory excavation” — aug- 
mented with today’s knowledge 
of neurological and biological 
physiology - Foster has consider- 
able fun exploring the shape of 
that primitive yet powerful and 
obviously successfully adapted 
form of consciousness ... one 


| devoid of all the distractions and 
_ consequences we struggle with 

| today. He asks: “Can we find our 
_ way back to the deepest stories 

| of who and what we are?” 


| Foster has determined that 
| there were three significant 


_ stages in the development of 


Can we find our 
way back to the 
deepest stories 

of who and what 
we are? 


modern human consciousness, 
taking place in the Upper 
Paleolithic and Neolithic ages, 
and finally in the Enlightenment. 
In each stage, he has divided the 
environmental influences upon 
that development according to 
the four seasons, each presenting 
a distinct set of circumstances. 
Within that framework he shows 
how the kind of brains we have 
today were honed in Paleolithic 
times to perceive and function 
in a natural state of “connectiv- 
ity” to all the elements of their 
natural environment. 

In this primal interrelated 
world - which Foster defines as 
“an intimate relationship with 


_ everything” - the first ontological 


mythologies came into being and 
they “worked for a world where 
everything is conscious”. 

He then traces the fate of 


- those “old stories” through the 


Neolithic (10,000-12,000 years 


- ago). This was the time when 
- “leisure vanished” as “we carved 


up the natural world”. 
The earliest animisms gave 
way to the great founding mono- 


_ theologies whose organised 
__ explanations were “curated” (as 
_ Foster puts it) by “self-appointed 


High Priests, the scientific funda- 
mentalists”. 

The final step towards mo- 
dernity was the entrenching of 
Science (with a capital “s”) in 
the Enlightenment, when, he 
notes, “the universe was drained 
of meaning”. 

The greater part of the book 
is spent in the earliest period, 


and the least on Foster’s chief 
villain, the Enlightenment, which 
he says “is the opposite of the 
Natural World”. 

Possibly, for forteans, his 
Neolithic section would be the 
most interesting, as it explores 
how and why things went... ’m 
tempted to say “wrong” here; 
perhaps “in a detrimental direc- 
tion” would be fairer. Foster 
does not hold back his dismay 
at what was lost by the lurch 
towards scientific materialism 
and its reliance upon separating 
the once-connected world into 
categories. At times, he sounds 
like a modern Fort, echoing Fort’s 
notion of our “hyphenated” exist- 
ence. 

However, Foster writes, he is 
“far more sad than angry; sad at 
what might have been. But far 
more excited than sad at what 
might be.” This optimism builds, 
fanning a faint hope that ancient 
sensitivity can be harnessed 
alongside scientific inquiry. The 
result, he believes, “would be 
epic”. This sounds very like Fort’s 
call for “an inclusive science”, 
deploying both scepticism and 
empiricism, and on that basis I 
whole-heartedly recommend this 
book. 

Being a Human is breath- 
taking in the scope of its search 
for the roots of modern con- 
sciousness, and passionately 
argued. The ideas of scientists 
and philosophers (such as Kant, 
Penrose, Pinker, Sheldrake, 
Dawkins, Kripal and many oth- 
ers) are intelligently and 
carefully explained. 

Foster’s writing style is 
deceptively modest and often 
funny, making these usually dry 
academic issues a delight to read 
and accessible to almost anyone. 
Buy copies as presents to your- 
self and your friends and donate 
at least one to a school library. 


Kk KKK 
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Symphonie fantastique 


An encyclopedic survey of musical forteana, 
from fairy harps to haunted ukeleles 


Music and the 
Paranormal 

An Encyclopedic Dictionary 
Melvyn J Willin 


McFarland 2022 
Pb, 243pp, £45, ISBN 9781476685984. 


There have been surprisingly 
few books devoted to the fortean 
aspects of music, and none that 
Irecall attempting the sort of 
broad overview Melvyn Willin 
offers here. He certainly has the 
CV for the job: he holds PhDs in 
music and paranormal research, 
is the SPR’s Archivist and boasts 
plenty of hands-on experience, 
including conducting musical 
Ganzfeld experiments, which 
yielded interesting results, and 
has put in the hours in allegedly 
haunted locations (no, he didn’t 
hear Borley Church’s phantom 
organ, despite spending the 
night there). 

Willin is not concerned here 
with the fortean content of so 
many musical compositions 
- like the literary-inspired 
witches, vampires or ghosts 
of Romanticism - but in 
cases where “music has 
been manifested, perceived, 
composed, performed or written 
about outside of its normal 
presence or realm”. So, there’s 
no place for Verdi’s Macbeth, but 
John Ireland’s Legend, a piece 
that had its genesis in a genuine 
paranormal experience (one 
endorsed by Arthur Machen, no 
less) warrants an entry. 

Even having cleared out the 
folkloric and cultural aspects, 
the field of study is still vast, 
including, but not limited to: 
musical prodigies and savants; 
the mystical or supernatural 
aspects of musical inspiration - 
which in the case of a composer 
like Schumann could shade 
into intrusive inner voices and 
musical hallucinations; music 
heard without the physical 
presence of an instrument or 
musician, as in any number of 
hauntings; physical mediumship, 
like the disembodied accordian 
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playing of DD Home (Randi’s 


‘skeptical’ explanation that Home : 


had concealed a tiny harmonica 
beneath his mustache remains a 


classic of its kind. “The author has: 


tried this without any success at 


all,” Willin notes); the channelling: 
of dead composers by medums, as : 


in the case of Rosemary Brown, 


who produced new works dictated: 
from the other side by Beethoven : 


and Lizst (she’d always hoped 
for Tchaikovsky, but he never 
turned up); music as a producer 
of trance states, a component 
of shamanism, or a magical aid; 


music experienced during NDEs, 


as well as intriguing examples 
where those gathered around a 
deathbed heard music with no 
obvious physical source. 

Many entries relate to 


particular places where phantom : 


music has been heard, including 
any number of churches and 
castles with their trumpets, 
drums, pianos and (in Scotland) 
bagpipes; and there are some 
unexpected 


Music and the 


the lower- 
mal 


brow end of 
the musical 
spectrum, 
such as the 
ghost of 

al Capone 
practising 
the ukulele 
in Alcatraz, 
or the similar instrument signed 


i 
f 
RON 
= » 
iA Melyy 


as 


n J. Willin 


by George Formby that reportedly: 
started playing itself in a shop in : 


Bridgend. 

Music and the Paranormal 
is an invaluable addition to 
both fortean and musicological 


bookshelves; as an ‘encyclopedic’ : 


work, it’s not the kind of thing 


one is likely to devour in a sitting, 


but it brings together much 
material that would otherwise 


remain hidden away in works with: 
wider remits, whether musical or : 
parapsychological, in the pages of : 


numerous journals, or buried in 
the SPR’s own voluminous files. 
Highly recommended. 

David Sutton 
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Science Fiction 
Voyage to the Edge of 
Imagination 

ed. Glyn Morgan 


Thames & Hudson 2022 
Hb, 288pp, £30, 9780500252390 


The History of 
Science Fiction 
A Graphic Novel Adventure 


Xavier Dollo & Djibril Morisette-Phan 


Humanoids 2021 
Hb, 200pp, £24.99, ISBN 9781643379142 


Glyn Morgan is the curator of 
the Science Fiction exhibition 
currently at the Science Museum 
(FT425:16-17); his book is not 

an exhibition 
catalogue, but 

a fascinating 
companion to the 
exhibition. “Sci- 
ence and science 
fiction spark off 
each other endlessly,” writes 
Science Museum director Sir Ian 
Blatchford in his introduction. SF 
“provides a tool for future-gazing, 
social commentary, art and satire 
that can inspire scientists”, while 
SF writers look at scientific 
developments and ask “where 
could this take us?” 

The book covers, in five parts, 
People and Machines, Travelling 
the Cosmos, Communication and 
Language, Aliens and Alienation 
and finally Anxieties and Hopes. 
Each part has a couple of very 
readable essays by academics, 
and interviews with SF writ- 
ers by the editor. As Morgan 
writes in his own essay: “Science 
fiction has always existed in a 
delicate balancing point between 
explaining the world, and leaving 
enough mystery to suggest a 
wider world beyond the confines 
of the narrative” - which is 
probably why it appeals to so 
many forteans; Stanistaw Lem’s 
well-known and nigh-perfect defi- 
nition of SF as the literary genre 
of cognitive estrangement is also 
cited in the book. 

Colourfully illustrated on 
nearly every page, with a design 
reminiscent of the 1950s and 
1960s (clearly deliberately), this 
is a book to be dipped into, to be 
browsed - simply to be enjoyed. 

The History of Science Fiction 
is certainly not, as the blurb 
asserts, “for the first time in il- 
lustrated form”; longtime SF fans 
will know of John Clute’s excel- 


lent historically based Science 
Fiction: The Illustrated Encyclope- 
dia (1995) among others. But it is 
probably the first history of SF in 
graphic novel form - and it does 
the job thoroughly, starting with 
the fantastic stories in Homer’s 
Odyssey, Lucian of Samosata’s 
True Story of a voyage to the 
Moon, More’s Utopia, Swift’s Gul- 
liver’s Travels - all before Mary 
Shelley’s Frankenstein, Jules 
Verne and HG Wells, and the 
coming of the pulps. 

Written by Xavier Dollo and 
illustrated by Québec artist 
Djibril Morisette-Phan, the book, 
originally published in French, 
has writers discussing with each 
other the development of the 
genre. A long section on the 
Golden Age, with 
John W Campbell, 
Asimov, Heinlein, 
) Van Vogt, Stur- 

| geon, Simak and 
others, is followed 

‘ by Michael Moor- 
cock telling HG Wells (for some 
unexplained reason they’re trav- 
elling in the Tardis) about such 
quintessentially British works as 
Brave New World and 1984, mov- 
ing on to Arthur C Clarke and 
then the British New Wave of the 
1960s. Anthologist Judith Merrill 
leads Wells into American SF of 
the 1960s onwards, including a 
quick run through female writers. 
But the last 40 years or so are 
a bit rushed, little more than 
talking heads presenting a list 
of names, titles and themes; and 
poor HG must be bewildered by 
terms like “LGBTQIA”. 

A valiant but somewhat 
breathless attempt, trying to 
cover too much too quickly. 

David V Barrett 
Morgan 9& 9& %& 3% & 
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The Boggart 
Folklore, History, Place-names 
and Dialect 

Simon Young 


University of Exeter Press 2022 


Hb, 310pp, £50, ISBN 9781905816903 


In Victorian and Edwardian times 
“boggart” was used to describe 
virtually any form of supernatu- 
ral creature. As Young notes, it 
could be “any ambivalent or evil 
solitary supernatural spirit: a 
ghost, a hob, a shape-changer, a 
demon, a will o’ the wisp, a Jenny 
Greenteeth.” Whatever form they 


took they should be avoided, and 
the very name boggart was used 
to scare children into behaving or 
else it would get them. 

To study boggarts, Young 
examined the writings of folklor- 
ists and linguists 
from 1800 to the 
present day. Going 
beyond these sec- 
ondary sources he 
has collected bog- 
gart ephemera, the 
most important resource being 
newspaper archives. With the dig- 
itisation of these archives he has 
tracked down a vast amount of 
material that he regards as more 
wide-ranging and straightforward 
than the work of 19th-century 
folklorists. 

Secondly, he has tracked down 
boggart locations, such as Clegg 
Hall, which indicates a com- 
munity consensus that these are 
places of supernatural danger. 
Boggarts were also given personal 
names, like the Ogden Boggart or 
Freetown Boggart, that similarly 
linked them to a locality. 

Young also conducted a 2019 
boggart census that sought memo- 
ries of the use of the word or 
stories of the boggart, and to get 
an idea of 21st-century boggart 
beliefs. Using maps to show the 
distribution of this data, he finds 
that Boggartdom is dominated 
by Lancashire and spreads out 
to northern Derbyshire, Chesh- 
ire, north west Lincolnshire and 
the West and East Ridings of 
Yorkshire. 

Boggarts lurked on the fringes 
of communities and filled people 
with dread if they had to go near 
these localities. Large crowds 
even gathered either to see the 
local boggart or to hunt it down. 
Some of these were caused by 
glimpses of animals, or created 
by hoaxers, or to distract from 
criminal activities. 

The decline in boggart beliefs 
came about due to a mix of 
urbanisation, new forms of 
entertainment, shifting popula- 
tions and a lessening fear of 
outrageously fantastic things. 
Associated with evil and with 
the rise in Standard English, the 
word boggart itself got edged out 
of use. 

By the early 19th century, 
boggarts became more narrowly 
regarded, through children’s 
fiction and the scout movement, 
as mischievous domestic spirits 
who contrasted with the helpful 
brownies. 


Boggart 


The Harry Potter books revived 
the boggart as a shape-shifting 
creature who feeds on your worst 
fears, but generally modern fic- 
tion tends to regard the boggart 
as a domestic goblin. A long bog- 
gart A-Z in the Appendix shows 
the many meanings boggart had 
for boggartdom and the richness 
of this lost supernatural ecosys- 
tem. 

The Boggart is a brilliant piece 
of scholarship that brings to life, 
through a wide-range of research 
material, the essence of what 
lurked in the shadows of society. 
Nigel Watson 
Kk kkk 


Aleister Crowley in 
England 


The Return of the Great Beast 
Tobias Churton 


Inner Traditions 2022 


Hb, 384pp, £25, ISBN 9781644112311 


In the summer of 1932, Aleister 
Crowley - magician, gnostic poet 
and the “wickedest man in the 
world” - returned to London after 
his sojourn among the Berlin 
art scene. He arrived beset with 
financial problems and declining 
health, and would remain in Eng- 
land until his death in 1947. 

Tobias Churton’s latest book 
documents these last 15 years 
of the Great Beast’s life, draw- 
ing extensively from diaries and 
personal correspondence, and 
completes an extended biogra- 
phy that includes } 
Aleister Crowley 
in America (2018), 
Aleister Crowley in 
India (2020), and 
the earlier Aleister 
Crowley - The 
Beast in Berlin (2014). Such de- 
tailed treatment inevitably comes 
at the expense of the strong 
narrative structure of a more 
conventional biography, and read- 
ers unfamiliar with Crowley’s life 
should begin elsewhere; but for 
the initiated, Churton conjures 
up an immersive juxtaposition 
of esoteric enlightenment and 
unpaid rent, trips to the cinema, 
reflections upon fascism and the 
dawning of a New Aeon, chess 
matches, sex rituals, internecine 
squabbles over occult hierarchy 
and advice on how to cook a good 
curry. 

Highlights include Crowley’s 
notorious 1934 libel case against 
the artist Nina Hamnett, whose 


autobiography accused him of 
practising black magic in Sicily 
during the 1920s. Crowley had 
hoped for a quick pay-out, but 
soon found himself - and some of 
his more pornographic publica- 
tions - on trial. Transcripts from 
the case give a flavour of his in- 
souciance and wit, if not perhaps 
his legal acumen. Less convinc- 
ing is the evidence for Crowley’s 
intelligence work during the 
Second World War, his own diary 
recording the repeated refusals by 
the Security Services to accept his 
assistance. No one seemed to re- 
member his previous propaganda 
efforts during the First World War, 
no matter how often he wrote to 
remind them of it. 

And Crowley’s claim to have 
first promulgated the “V for Vic- 
tory” slogan depends more upon 
an analysis of its esoteric signifi- 
cance than it does on any concrete 
evidence of authorship. 

Crowley spent his final years at 
Netherwood in East Sussex, man- 
aging his chronic asthma with ever 
greater quantities of heroin. Rec- 
ollections from visitors including 
EM Butler and Gerald Gardner 
testify pointedly to his physical 
decline; while correspondence 
with Jack Parsons in Pasadena — 
who was to conduct his infamous 
“Babylon Workings” with L Ron 
Hubbard in 1946 - simultaneously 
documents the splintering of 
Crowley’s Church of Thelema. 

This may be a book for Crowley 
aficionados, but it is also an 
intimate (and sometimes tragic) 
portrait of an imperfect and idio- 
syncratic individual determined to 
the very end to live as if what thou 
wilt shall be the whole of the law. 
Paul Dicken 
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Gravitomagnetism 


Gravity’s Secret 
Ronald A Evans 


Matador 2022 
Pb, 456pp, £13.99, ISBN 9781800462175 


Ron Evans’s earlier Greenglow 
& The Search for Gravity Control 
(2015) was about his involvement 
in the now-defunct BAE Systems 
project that dipped its toes 
into that distinctly fringe area 
of physics. This follow-up book 
covers similar ground, but from a 
different perspective and with a 
somewhat different aim. 

Rather than recounting the 
specific history of the Greenglow 
project, Evans presents the read- 


er with a pretty comprehensive 
and methodical account of all 
the physics — generally standard 
textbook stuff, but occasionally 
more speculative — that might 
be relevant to the holy grail of 
gravity control (like most serious 
researchers in the field, Evans 
dislikes the term “antigravity”, 
but there’s no escaping that’s 
essentially what he’s talking 
about). 

I suspect this is the book 
Evans really wanted to write all 
along. His real passion is to instil 
an enthusiasm for the subject in 
others, and to inspire top-class 
scientists and engineers to get 
into it. 

He’s unusual, possibly even 
unique, among the “alternative 
gravity” commun- 
ity in not having 
strongly held pet 
theories of his own. 
So you won’t find 
any really way-out 
ideas here, or a : 
blanket denunciation of main- 
stream physics as “wrong” — just 
an indication of where there may 
be gaps in the latter that might 
lead to some kind of break- 
through in the future. 

Evans explains in the intro- 
duction how the book evolved 
out of a lecture written for the 
general public, and a trace of this 
remains in the PowerPoint-type 
slides around which each chapter 
is written. But don’t expect a 
book where everyone is going to 
understand every word. Evans 
doesn’t hide the fact that physics 
is a difficult subject, and he isn’t 
afraid to give technical details 
where they’re needed. 

But it’s all good science, not 
made-up technobabble, and it 
doesn’t just focus on trendy top- 
ics like black holes, gravitational 
waves and quantum theory. There 
are chapters on older branches of 
physics that rarely make it into 
the public consciousness, such as 
thermodynamics, fluid mechan- 
ics and electromagnetism. That’s 
because Evans thinks these top- 
ics may be relevant to extended 
gravity, not so much directly as 
through analogous mathematics. 

The technical asides notwith- 
standing, Evans keeps the ideas 
flowing in a way that makes for a 
surprisingly easy read. His aim, 
from the first page to the last, is 
to be thought-provoking — and he 
certainly succeeds in that. 
Andrew May 
Kk kk 
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REVIEWS / BOOKS 


: Amy Lawrence 


- Jerry Glover finds that the myths of Nazi UFOs and esoteric Nazism 
- stem from fake theories, some of them very silly — but dangerous 


The Saucer and 
_ the Swastika 
The Dark Myth of Nazi UFOs 


: SD Tucker 


Amberley Books 2022 
Hb, 320pp, £20, ISBN 9781398105386 


“Myth” is one of those words we 
hear so often it’s practically a 
synonym for “untrue”. It’s “just 
a myth that [insert a common 
falsehood here]”, we often say. 

: Yet myths can be much more, 

: provoking strong beliefs, moving 
people to action. This is a brill- 
iant history of how a myth can 
emerge from kernels of truth in 
strange, silly and sometimes dan- 
gerous tendrils of imagination. 

Along with Nazi UFOs, Tucker 
charts the underground spiritual 
> movement of “Esoteric Nazism”, 
the claim that National Socialism 
was actually an occult religion in 
the guise of a political move- 

: ment, controlled by SS high 

: priests with the aim of trans- 
forming reality into a spiritually 

: pure realm fit for Aryans. It’s 
a complex journey through 
eccentricity and charlatanism, 
with diversions into Nazi “ice 

: cosmology”, Hollow Earth theo- 
ries, Atlantis, alchemy, Hindu 

: deep time cycles, alien-human 
breeding cults, SS Grail knights 
and Tibetan magic. As Tucker 
notes: “One fake theorist builds 
on the fake theories of an earlier 

: fake theorist, and then these 

: new fake theories are built on 
to create a further generation of 
hybrid monsters, a process with 
no apparent end.” 

One key ur-text for this 

: mythology was Lord Lytton’s The 

: Coming Race of 1871, an alleged 

: Rosicrucian allegory in which an 
advanced race of subterranean 
psychics harnessed “Vril”, a 
Jedi-esque magical energy that 

: gave its name to the drink Bovril. 

Another influence was Josef 

: Adolf Lanz (1874-1954) who 
pseudonymously published 
“perhaps the funniest book ever 
written — until you realise what 

: it helped lead to”, Theo-Zoology: 
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Or, the Lore of the Sodom-Apelings 
and the Electron of the Gods, a 
sexo-racist theory in which history 
up to Roman times was secretly 
devoted to the breeding of love- 
pygmies and other species of well- 
endowed animal-people for the 
sexual pleasure of fallen Aryans. 
His monthly magazine describing 
alien Nordic women having sex 
with dinosaurs and monkeys was 
allegedly collected by Hitler as an 
art student, finding the maga- 
zine’s content analogous to multi- 
ethnic Vienna. Of many bizarre 
ideas here, this is probably the 
silliest, and it is illustrated. 

The history of the Nazi 
spacecraft myth splits into two 
main periods. In the first, Nazi 
engineers and scientists designed 
prototype “flying saucers”, from 


3. 0. TUCKER 


THE 


SAUCER 


AND THE 


SWASTIKA 


THE DARK MYTH OF 


NAZI UFOS 


“foo fighters” to Die Glocke, the 
beloved “bell” craft of commer- 
cial TV “history” shows (spoiler: 
they didn’t). This era runs from 
around the Kenneth Arnold 
sighting in 1947 up to the early 
1980s, after which a more sinister 
and outlandish era of “Nazi 
UFOs” began, feeding alt-right 
movements with conspiracies of 
alien-fascist puppet governments, 
off-world and polar military 
bases and gruesome biological 
experiments. 

According to Chilean diplomat 
Miguel Serrano (1917-2009), 
Hitler (a “solar god”) used 
Himmler’s discovery of the Stone 
of Ornolac to invent the “anti- 
atom bomb”, the UFO, which was 
powered by music or mantra- 
chanting. Serrano went on a 
military-scientific expedition 


to Antarctica to commune with 
Hitler’s frozen spirit (a common 
trope), later befriending the 
Dalai Lama and encountering a 
vimana, another kind of fictional 


flying vehicle from ancient times. 


For Serrano’s many published 
revelations, Tucker characterises 
him as the “rough Nazi equiva- 
lent of William Blake” who 
dreamed of a New Jerusalem, 
only without Jews. Very rough 
indeed. 

Then there was Erich Halik 
(1926-95), an engineer who co- 
founded the Interplanetary Soci- 
ety in 1959. He believed in nuts- 
and-bolts and supernatural UFOs 
originating in the Holy Grail and 
King Arthur’s Round Table. His 
were the first serious elabora- 
tions of the myth of surviving 
Nazi bases in polar regions. 
Feminazi author and American 
alt-right figurehead Savitiri Devi 
(1905-82) literally worshipped 
Hitler, proclaiming Nazism by 
inserting handwritten propa- 
ganda into cigarette packets and 
tubs of butter. In modern times, 
there was conspiracy author 
and X-Files inspiration Milton 
William Cooper (1943-2001), and 
the pseudonymous “Branton” 
who revealed the presence of 
various species of alien fascists 
in cahoots with German Nazis in 
institutions, ideas teased out into 
even more grotesque imaginings 
by David Icke and others. As 
the narrative reaches modern 
times, the theories ratchet up in 
horror-comedy weirdness. Fortu- 
nately, the author’s dry humour 
pervades. 

Knowing a few of the books, 
films and videogames cited in 
this book, I thought I was fairly 
well-versed in the sources of 
esoteric Nazism, but if there ever 
was a book that underscores the 
extent of my ignorance about a 
familiar subject, this mythog- 
raphy is it. With its cavalcade of 
lunatics and oddballs, Tucker’s 
research is astounding, so why 
no index? It can’t be too highly 
recommended, otherwise - if you 
have the stomach for it. 


Kok kk 2 


Ghost Channels 


Paranormal Reality Television and 
the Haunting of Twenty-First- 
Century America 


University Press of Mississippi 2022 


Pb, 268pp, £32.95, ISBN 9781496838117 


Like worms through a corpse, 
dozens of paranormal document- 
ary programmes wriggled across 
American cable television 
screens in the first decades of the 
21st century: formulaic, low-brow 
productions like Ghost Hunters, 
Ghost Stalkers and Ghost Asylum. 
“Combining reality television 
techniques with paranormal 
subject matter creates a 
uniquely bad object,” admits 
Amy Lawrence, a US professor 
of media studies. Yet she braved 
countless episodes of paranormal 
reality television (PRT), and 
returned with a definitive guide 
to its tropes and themes — as well 
as perspectives on the deeply- 
buried social factors that may be 
responsible for PRT’s popularity. 
There are paranormal survivor 
shows like When Ghosts Attack!, 
which combine first-person super- 
natural accounts with re-enact- 
ments informed by well-worn hor- 
ror tropes. There are ghost invest- 
igator shows that 
place teams of par- 
anormal research- 
ers, armed with 


= _ various sensors 
and specialised 
recording devices, 


in harm’s way to document 
hauntings. There are series that 
focus on haunted locations or on 
psychic kids. 

Spiritualism — an ethereal par- 
allel to the emerging communica- 
tions technologies of its day - 
hovers over this genre. But what 
are the contemporary issues 
found within PRT? Behind stories 
of “Indian burial grounds” and 
voodoo priests, Lawrence finds 
the open wounds of slavery and 
native genocide. Countless shows 
about haunted prisons or sanator- 
ia highlight the large scale 
traumas inflicted by institutional- 
ised power. Other shows address 
more recent forms of decay. The 
spectre of the 2008 housing crisis, 
she posits, haunts the many first- 
person haunted house shows that 
emerged soon after. 

Lawrence has delivered a 
compelling analysis of the genre 
and its underlying societal 
concerns. 

Mike Pursley 
Kk kk 
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Ghosts for Christmas 


A worthwhile Blu-ray release for these classic seasonal spine-tinglers offers improved picture quality 
and a host of top-notch extras — and, of course, the M R James stories remain as scary as ever 


Ghost Stories for 
Christmas Vol 1 

Dir Jonathan Miller, Lawrence Gor- 
don Clark et al, UK 1968-2000 

BF, £29.99 (Blu-ray) 


The stories by MR James 

are classic; so are the TV 
adaptations, a Christmas Eve 
tradition that lasted for some 
years — half a century old 

now, but on this new Blu-ray 
crisper and cleaner than you’ve 
ever seen them before, newly 
remastered from the original 
film. 

This three-disc box set 
contains the first four plays; 
Volume 2 is scheduled for next 
December. “Whistle and I'll 
Come To You” (1968) is in b/w 
and directed by Jonathan Miller, 
“The Stalls of Barchester”, 

“A Warning to the Curious” 

and “Lost Hearts” (1971-3) 

are in colour and directed by 
Lawrence Gordon Clark. We’re 
also given the very different 
1980 interpretation of “Whistle” 
(directed by Andy de Emmony); 
apart from the slow growth of 
disquiet in both plays, the main 
similarity is the wonderfully 
lived-in faces of Michael Hordern 
(1968) and John Hurt (1980). 
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What is striking is the quality 
of the main actors: Hordern, 
Hurt, Robert Hardy, Peter 
Vaughan - and in a different pair 
of adaptations of “The Stalls of 
Barchester” and “A Warning to 
the Curious” from 2000 there’s 
the sheer joy of the rich tones 
of Christopher Lee playing MR 
James giving a dramatic reading 
of his stories to a rapt group of 
Cambridge students. Intensely 
powerful. 

Other bonus material includes 
audio commentaries by Jon Dear, 
Kim Newman and Sean Hogan, 

a 2012 interview with Jonathan 
Miller, and introductions to 

his three plays by Clark. Neil 
Brand reads James’s “Whistle” 
and horror master Ramsey 
Campbell reads his own short 
story “The Guide”, influenced by 
James, and discusses the various 
adaptations of James’s work. 

In addition there’s a chunky 
40-page booklet with essays by 
Campbell, playwright and horror 
writer Reggie Oliver, Jon Dear 
and others. 

James’s stories “frequently 
present a reassuringly ordinary 
setting that is invaded by the 
malevolent and terrible,” writes 
Campbell. As Lawrence Gordon 
Clark says in his introduction to 


one of his episodes: “The only 
point in making a ghost story is 
frightening people.” MR James 
was a master of that, and these 
adaptations can still chill the 
blood decades on. 

David V Barrett 


> oo. @. 4 
Doctor Who Am | 


Dir Matthew Jacobs and Vanessa 
Yuille, US 2022 

Kaleidoscope, (£12.99) Blu-ray, 
(£9.99) DVD and digital download 


“Tm half human on my mother’s 
side” — and that kiss. 

If you recognise the 
references, then this DVD is 
for you. They’re the two most 
derided aspects of the 1996 
attempt to bring Doctor Who 
back after the BBC axed it in 
1989. The US/BBC co-production 
starred Paul McGann as The 
Doctor and Eric (chew the 
scenery) Roberts as The Master. 
Many regard it as a flop. It had 
been hoped it would be the 
start of a new series, but that 
was not to be, and the blame is 
often placed firmly at the door of 
writer Matthew Jacobs. Jacobs 
seemed to take this to heart, 
fearing things might not go 


well for him if he ever went to a 
Doctor Who convention. But that 
is exactly what he does here, ina 
Louis Theroux kind of way. 

Chats with McGann, Roberts, 
Ashbrooke, producer Philip 
Segal and a myriad of fans 
ensue. Some people tell Jacobs 
he ruined their childhoods, but 
as they go on to have a pleasant 
chat with him, and no security 
is needed, it seems no one is 
actually bearing a grudge. 

What Jacobs finds is a spirit of 
community and a shared interest 
bringing everyone together to 
quite simply have fun. Even with 
the complaints - What do you 
call someone who hates Doctor 
Who? A fan! — Jacobs realises 

he has more in common with 
these people than he thought; 
and far from wanting his blood, 
they want to hear his stories — 
about the TV movie, of course, 
but also from the time he was 

on set when his father played 
Doc Holliday opposite the first 
Doctor, William Hartnell. They 
want his autograph. They want to 
meet someone who played a part 
in their lore and love of their 
childhood. 

The conventions and the fans 
are all American-based and 
the footage is full of costume 
parades and people inventing 
their own characters and its full 
of love. 

Jacobs realises that no one 
hates him and he finds an 
acceptance he had not been 
prepared for. The journey is a 
cathartic one for him, allowing 
him to partially exorcise some 
issues from his own childhood 
as well as his personal 
preconceptions about Who 
fandom’s reaction to him. 

Overall, its one person’s 
realisation that, actually, he’s 
‘one of us’ after all. Who knows, 
he may now have a new sideline 
as a guest at conventions... 
Gordon Rutter 
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TELEVISION 


FT’s very own couch potato, STU 


NEVILLE, casts an eye over the small 
screen’s current fortean offerings 


Having established its shop 
window with lots of Star 

Trek and Mission Impossible, 
Paramount+ has now started 
producing original content. 
Hauntings is promoted as 

a premium series which 
“unpacks paranormal 
activities that have captured 
the imagination and defied 
explanation for years, 
including a possessive 
poltergeist in London, hostile 
hauntings in Scotland, 
demonic drownings...” (no 
mention of crimes against 
alliteration, however). It has a 
distinctly British documentary 
style: think “24 Hours in Police 
Custody” or similar, with sober, 
real-life participant narration 
and low-key music, plus a 
refreshing lack of hysteria. 


Episode one, “The 
Enfield Poltergeist”, starts 
with former Daily Mirror 
photographer Graham Morris, 
today still beavering away in 
his darkroom, recounting the 
reports the paper received 
in September 1977 about 
the now notorious goings-on 
at the Hodgeson house on 
Green Street, along with a 
clip from BBC Nationwide 
from the same time in which 
a well-spoken WPC explains 
how she saw a levitating 


He describes 

meeting Janet and 
an encounter with 
a flying Lego brick 


THE REVEREND’S REVIEW 


FT’s resident man of the cloth REVEREND PETER LAWS dons 
his dog collar and faces the flicks that Church forgot! 


Like Rod Serling in Night 
Gallery, a dapper Guillermo 
del Toro emerges from pitch 
darkness to present eight 
tales of horror in his Cabinet of 
Curiosities. Here’s my rundown 
of this new Netflix anthology 
series (in order of preference). 
Lovecraft meets Storage 
Wars in “Lot 36”, where a 
xenophobic army vet snaps 
up an abandoned storage 
unit... and finds a German 
séance table inside. Will it be 
an antique money-spinner or 
a doorway to Hell? The series 
opener isn’t as strong as the 
rest, but the performances and 
creature are very nice indeed. 
Next is “Dreams in the 
Witch House”, a period piece 
with Rupert Grint desperately 
roaming the Spiritualist circuit 
as he tries to contact his dead 


sister. Enter mad witch Keziah 
Mason and her human-faced rat 
familiar, Brown Jenkin. Despite 
some great moments, it strays 
wildly from Lovecraft’s original. 
The witch, though? Top notch. 
And that last moment? Gosh. 

“The Viewing” is the most 
visually striking of the series. 
A wealthy eccentric, played 
by Peter Weller, offers a truly 
mind-expanding drugs session 
to an eclectic group of guests. 
Director Panos Cosmatos 
dazzled with his film Mandy 
and brings the same psychotic 
psychedelia here. 

We're in Lovecraft country 
again with “Pickman’s Model”, 
where the paintings of Crispin 
Glover cause an art student 
to lose his grip on reality. 
Audiences seem divided, but I 
enjoyed the relentless gloom. 


armchair. The programme 
has straightforward re- 
enactments of events along 
with present-day testimony: 
Morris leaves his lab and 
returns to the house, retracing 
his steps into the kitchen, 
where we see his 1970s self 
as he describes his first 
meeting with Janet and his 
encounter with a flying Lego 
brick. The BBC’s Roz Morris, 
of The World This Weekend, 
takes up the baton, or rather 
reel-to-reel tape recorder, as 
she stalks around the house 
after dark trying to capture 
odd noises, then listens back 
45 years later to her report, 
in which she declares herself 
convinced. Enter the Society 
for Psychical Research in 
the form of Melvyn Willin, 
the SPR’s archivist, who 
shows us the very Lego brick 
that struck Morris; which 
event in turn prompted the 
involvement of Maurice 
Grosse - cue his bright red 
E-Type Jag drawing up. He 
chats with Mrs Hodgeson 


- If the claustrophobia 


doesn’t get you, then 
the hideous final 


- shot will 
es 


In “The Outside”, a bank 
clerk hates her looks, so buys 
a miracle cream from aTV ad. 


: Tve seen reviewers nuke this 


entry as obvious and one-note, 


"but Ihad a blast with the 


exaggerated angles and swivel- 
eyed style — think Tim Burton 


meets Brian Yuzna - and Kate 
: Micucciis tragically magnetic 


as the insecure lead. 
David Prior directed the 


: recent under-the-radar horror 


delight The Empty Man, so I 


: was delighted to see him get an 


entry here. In “The Autopsy”, a 
coroner examines corpses from 
a mine explosion, causing an 


: intriguing mystery to become 


a horrifying fortean mind- 


bender. 


“The Graveyard Rats” is so 


over the formica table (it’s the 
Seventies). He and Ros are 
downstairs (sporting flares 
and sideboards) when thumps 
and bangs kick off. They rush 
upstairs to find a trashed 
room with an overturned 
bedstead and Starsky and 
Hutch posters and Sindy dolls 
in disarray. Janet does the 
weird voice thing, and the rest 
we know. Maurice Grosse’s 
son Richard contextualises 
his father’s enthusiasm. 
Much has been implied about 
Grosse’s need to believe, owing 
to his recent bereavement. 
However, Richard believes he 
was genuinely scientifically 
curious above all else. 

What distinguishes 
Hauntings is that it eschews 
a narrator or interviewer, 
instead relying on the 
level-headed accounts of 
journalists, researchers and 
sincere, calm witnesses; all far 
more convincing than the low- 
light, hysterical shriek-fests 
of recent years. Well-made, 
level-headed and engaging. 


efficiently ghoulish it almost 
made my top spot. In it, a debt- 
ridden grave robber ransacks 

a cemetery for valuables. He 
finds that his hated rats have 
burrowed a huge cave system 
underneath the graveyard. Will 
there be treasure in them there 
tunnels? Um, kinda. If the 
claustrophobia doesn’t get you, 
the hideous final shot will. 

My favourite was the last 
episode, from Jennifer Kent 
(The Babadook). In “The 
Murmuring” a grieving couple 
rent a brooding lakeside 
mansion to study the flight 
patterns of nearby birds. 

Sure, there’s a maudlin ghost 
roaming the halls, but the 

real power of this emotionally 
wrenching segment comes 
from Essie Davis and Andrew 
Lincoln navigating their way 
through grief. Some say it’s the 
slowest of the bunch, but it’s 
the one I keep thinking about. 

A glance online shows a wild 
range of opinion on this series: 
perhaps that suggests it has 
something for everyone. 
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INTERVIEW 
FORTEAN TV: THE COMPLETE SERIES 


STU NEVILLE goes back to the 1990s with the legendary REVEREND LIONEL FANTHORPE to celebrate the long- 
awaited DVD release of Fortean TV, the series that brought the spirit of Fortean Times to British television 


In televisual terms, there 
have been a number of mini- 
booms in programmes dealing 
with fortean topics, but none 
has been so instrumental in 
widening public interest as 
that which spanned much of 
the 1990s. Ghostwatch had hit 
British screens in 1992 and sent 
a small tsunami of reaction 
through the networks - although 
a fair bit was opprobrium, it 
signalled a willingness to hear 
more. Then The X-Files landed 
and thrust fortean themes right 
into the mainstream. The Alien 
Autopsy hoax rode the wave, 
and then in 1997 someone had 
the bright idea of looking at the 
leading magazine in the field 
and, well, televising it. 

Rapido TV had first made 
a splash in 1988 with the 
eponymous Europop-culture 
magazine programme Rapido, 
fronted by the energetically 
sardonic Antoine de Caunes, 
whose distinctive delivery 
was used to great effect from 
1993 in Rapido’s next project, 
Eurotrash. Like its predecessor, 
this series had a vaguely surreal, 
gonzo-gazette feel, which suited 
a weekly sally into Continental 
weirdness perfectly. Having 
noticed the un-filled niche for a 
wider exploration of specifically 
fortean events, and without the 
distraction of a fictionalised 
narrative overlaid, Rapido set 
about customising the chassis 
of Eurotrash with the bodywork 
of strange phenomena, and asa 
blueprint used this very organ. 

Having done my homework 
by rewatching the three series, 
Ihave to say I was not only 
pleasantly surprised by how 
well Fortean TV stands up, but 
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Lionel’s CV reads 
like something 
from Dick Barton 
Special Agent 


I was also struck but just how 
much the first few programmes 
reflect (consciously or 
otherwise) the format of the 
mag at the time - more of this 
later. 

Magazine 
programmes of 
this kind need 
a host to serve 
as a focus and 
in order to 
provide both a 
framework and 
some context 
to the various 
elements: having 
asked around regarding 
a suitable candidate, the 
producers approached one of 
the very Renaissance men of 
British forteana, the Reverend 


Lionel Fanthorpe. Lionel’s 
CV reads like something from 
Dick Barton Special Agent - van 
driver, journalist, lecturer, 
weight-lifting trainer, ordained 
priest in the Church of Wales, 
headteacher of a Cardiff 
comprehensive school and 
martial arts instructor (these 
last two skillsets overlap 
somewhat). Reverend Lionel 
is an engaging, cheerful 
conversational partner who 
sounds considerably younger 
than his 87 years — in fact 
his voice sounds little 
changed from his 
Fortean TV days 
-and I had the 
great pleasure 
of chatting with 
him about the 
series. 

The first 
question was 
how he had 

become involved in 
the production: as previously 
mentioned, the producers had 
been looking for someone 
with real fortean credentials 


as opposed to just a generic 
front-person. Prior to this series, 
programmes that dealt with the 
weird tended to have a “name” 
out front — Arthur C Clarke and 
Leonard Nimoy being prime 
examples - who despite their 
interest in paranormal matters 
were better known for other 
things, whereas Lionel had a 
formidable track record, having 
by that time already authored 
or co-authored over 150 books 
on an array of paranormal 
subjects, in addition to being 
well known within fortean 
circles and a regular go-to for 
mainstream media when they 
needed an informed voice. 
After FT pubisher Mike Dash 
recommended him, Rapido 
decided Lionel was a perfect fit. 

“T always enjoyed 
broadcasting,” Lionel told 
me “and around that time 
- 1996 -I was looking to get 
more involved, so when they 
approached me I jumped at the 
chance!” 

Tasked him how it was 
pitched, and he told me that 
they envisaged a magazine 
programme with a genuinely 
fortean tone, favouring neither 
a ‘wow, gosh!’ uncritical 
retelling nor a staunchly 
sceptical ‘explain at all costs’ 
approach. From the start, the 
production was very symbiotic 
- Lionel was no mere talking 
head, but was actively involved 
in many aspects of the show’s 
production: the crew would 
come to him with queries, as 
often their research would 
only turn up scant details, and 
there were a number of cases 
where Lionel had some in- 
depth knowledge. They’d run 


things past him and he helped 
them interpret what they were 
reporting from an informed 
perspective. In turn, the crew 
was very obliging when he 
wanted to do rewrites, or indeed 
retakes. 

The first series started with 
a firm style and identity, if 
slightly over-emphasising the 
surreal — the opening titles 
montage verges on a Dadaist 
collage; given the production 
house, this was to be expected, 
as both Rapido and Eurotrash 
employed a similar style. A 
tumbling jumble of weird 
imagery — a woman eating bugs, 
a fish’s head on a man’s body, 

a double-headed Dachshund 
and a parade of flying pan- 

lids - morphs into a running 
monochrome shot up a beach 
towards a leather-jacketed Rev 
Fanthorpe, who introduces the 
series as a “celebration of the 
miraculous, the mysterious and 
the downright weird!” 

At the beginning of the very 
first episode Lionel explains 
who Charles Fort was, what 
he stood for and the nature 
of his ‘damned’ data. Lionel 
told me they thought it 
very important to 
give that context 
as it provided a 
framework for 
the way the 
programme 
set out to deal 
with its outré 
subject matter 
- he also wrote 
his own material 
and chose all the 
quotes (sermon-writing 
was good practice for this, he 
told me). 

As mentioned earlier, what’s 
striking is how much the 
programme mirrors FT’s format 
as it was in the mid-1990s, and 
pretty much remains today: 
an editorial intro from the 
Reverend, some ‘Strange Days’ 
and ‘Sidelines’ tidbits, an ‘It 


Happened 
to Me’ in 
the form of 
a letter to the 
programme, which 
is then followed up, and a 
couple of other quickies. Then, 
after a break (with sometimes 
questionable advertising), 
there’s a longer piece that 
focuses on one meaty topic 
before Lionel and his good 
friend Alf, in lieu of the 
‘Phenomenomix’ strip, send us 
off with a song - music by Alf, 
lyrics by Lionel; he was even 
kind enough to sing me one 
or two from memory. About 
halfway through the first series 
he settled on the “skating on 
the thin crust we call reality” 
sign-off: “I thought it fitted 
perfectly,” he said. 
In episode one, following 
Lionel’s intro looking ahead 
at this week’s instalment, we 
move straight onto a section on 
mermaids, a well-constructed 
piece looking at myth, history, 
recent sightings, with a 
mention of manatees, and then 
a mermaid autopsy. A classic, 
Victorian Feejee mermaid is 
taken into the lab with the 
intention of forensic 
dissection by a 
scientist and a 
taxidermist 
(spoiler alert: 
don’t get your 
hopes up). Most 
of the second 
half is taken up 
with a lengthy 
piece on the hunt 
for the Chupacabras — 
this was, after all, the late 
1990s - and it does a fair job of 
summarising the phenomenon 
lucidly, as indeed it does pretty 
consistently throughout with all 
of its subjects. With a number 
of topics covered, it’s instructive 
to view them in hindsight, 
which not only demonstrates 
the cyclical nature of fortean 
pursuits - Chupacabras and 


Men In Black being 
good examples of 
then-hot topics that are 
currently rather tepid - 

but also foreshadows of things 
to come - a good example being 
the slightly incredulous look at 
using maggots to clean wounds 
that 25 years on is now common 
practice in a good number of 
hospitals - sometimes today’s 
weirdness is next year’s 
normality. 

Fortean TV ran to three 
series: one and two followed 
pretty much the same pattern, 
whereas the shorter series 
three was renamed Fortean 
TV Uncut and featured more 
‘adult’ material not deemed 
suitable for the first two. In 
all, there were 22 episodes 
and a Christmas special, and 
they stand up well, even if the 
graphics tend to date them 
somewhat. Lionel remains 
proud of his contribution, and 
says he had an absolute blast 
making the show. One highlight 
was taking a “possessed” 

Ford Capri for a spin around 
Beachy Head, which apparently 
provoked more terror in the 
production crew than in the 
Reverend himself. 

Tasked Lionel whether he 
feels the series really managed 
to capture the essence of 
forteana: emphatically so, he 
thought. He had hoped from the 
beginning that the programme 
would keep the faith by 
presenting genuinely fortean 
content and not degenerating 
into a tabloid trotting out 
prurient material (a justifiable 
reservation given its production 
stablemates). Even series three, 
with its “after hours” theme, 
still managed to maintain 
the fundamental thread of 
reporting on weird stuff without 
forcing conclusions. We talked 
about the many paranormal- 
themed programmes that have 
followed in Fortean TV’s wake, 
and agreed that few have taken 


a genuinely fortean line, with 
a tendency for drama to win 
out over rigour until recently, 
when, happily, more nuanced 
series have started appearing. 
Lionel is very pleased to see 
this, believing that balance is 
everything. 

After the mermaid piece in 
the first episode he explains 
to the viewer why he, as a 
man of the cloth, is presenting 
such a programme. He points 
out that the Bible is itself full 
of signs and wonders, which 
if presented today would be 
quickly dismissed by sceptics: 
as both a priest and a student 
of the anomalous, Lionel keeps 
an open mind. I asked him if he 
still maintains this approach 
or if it has changed in the last 
quarter-century: he tells me 
that it hasn’t budged at all, and 
if anything these days he’s even 
more suspicious of glib answers 
from scientists and paranormal 
investigators alike. Our time 
was up, and he had further 
interviews to do, so I asked him 
if he had any parting words of 
advice for forteans. “Oh yes,” 
he replied. “Never accept an 
uncertain conclusion. Keep 
digging.” 


Fortean TV: The Complete Series 
is out on DVD on 21 November, 
available exclusively from 
networkonair.com 
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THE HAUNTED GENERATION 


BOB FISCHER PRESENTS HIS FESTIVE ROUND-UP FROM THE 
PARALLEL WORLDS OF POPULAR HAUNTOLOGY... 


“When I was about five, 
everyone else at school was 
heading in from playtime,” 
recalls Josh Merritt. “And I saw 
a black jaguar in the distance, 
just staring at me. An actual big 
cat. This was in Itchingfield, in 
West Sussex...” 

At 33, film-maker Josh is at 
the younger end of the Haunted 
Generation spectrum, but a 
lifetime of fortean experiences 
(“My dad was obsessed with 
alien artefacts”) have fed 
into movies with a distinctly 
uncanny esthetic. His latest 
short, Breathe, employs the 
residual trauma of 1970s Public 
Information Films to tell a story 
of toxic parenthood. Stuck 
in a claustrophobic bunker 
since childhood, a man called 
Emri (played with impressive 
physicality by Tigger Blaize) 
is trapped alone save for the 
authoritarian broadcasts of a 
post-apocalyptic TV service. 

“A big reference for me was a 
Public Information Film called 
Searching, from 1974,” explains 
Josh. “The camera pans through 
a burned-out house, and you 
can hear the sounds of children 
screaming.” For bonus disquiet, 
Breathe has been produced by 
Simon Moorhead, whose TV 
credits include the notorious 
1984 BBC drama Threads. 

And a suitably austere synth 
soundtrack is provided by 
Chris Sharp, whose albums 
as Concretism have featured 
regularly in this column. 

The location for Josh’s 
film also boasts impeccably 
dystopian credentials. Kelvedon 
Hatch Nuclear Bunker, hidden 
beneath a woodland cottage 
in Essex, was intended as the 
British Government’s secret 
underground HQ in the event 
of a Cold War-era nuclear 
exchange (see FT379:30-36 
for HE Sawyer’s visit to the 
bunker). “It’s a museum now, 
and we shot everything there 
in twelve hours,” explains Josh. 
“We couldn’t close it off, so we 
kept having to stop for people 
walking through, looking at 
the exhibits.” Produced as part 
of the BBC’s New Creatives 
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scheme, Breathe is an unsettling 
but touching piece of film- 
making, and is free to watch at 
www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/ 
pocrzjlg. 

Equally familiar with 
Kelvedon Hatch is Alan Gubby, 
who - in 2017 - brought a host 
of electronic artists to perform 


live amid the cobwebbed 
dormitories, ancient Geiger 
counters and mothballed Telex 
machines. This immersive and 
occasionally alarming event 
was part of Alan’s long-running 
project The Delaware Road, 

a multi-media extravaganza 
focusing on the plight of 
fictional electronic composers 
Tain Parker and Cissy 
Wakefield. A new, beautifully- 
illustrated book of the same 
title tells their story in script 
form. Employed in the late 
1960s by the “British Radio & 
Television Corporation”, Iain 
and Cissy’s chance discovery 
of an abandoned studio leads 
to their immersion in surreal 
occultism... with detours 


into both shadowy wartime 
propaganda and groovy 
psychedelic happenings. 

“Tt’s only taken me 16 
years,” laughs Alan. “It’s been 
an odyssey, a learning curve, 
an obsession, an albatross 
and a revelation.” The book, 
lavishly packaged with art 
prints, postcards and other 
charming curios, equally serves 
as the definitive document 
of the Delaware Road live 
experiences. It’s available from 
www.thedelawareroad.com. 
And Alan has been a busy man: 
he’s also the diligent detective 
behind the recent release of 
one of the 1970s’ most spine- 
chilling TV scores. In 1977, the 
ritualistic wails of Children 
of the Stones traumatised a 
generation of young viewers, 
soundtracking sinister goings- 
on between the ancient 
megaliths of Avebury Stone 
Circle. Forty-five years on, Alan 
and fellow label boss Jonny 
Trunk have joined forces, giving 
a sumptuous vinyl] release 
to Sidney Sager’s gloriously 
weird music. As FT went to 
press, it was selling fast... but 
chance your respective arms 
at trunkrecords.greedbag.com, 
and say “Happy Day!” to them 
both. 

On the flipside of the 
bucolic experience, I’ve 
been absolutely entranced 
recently by an album called 
The Balloonist. By, oddly 
enough, The Balloonist. 

It’s Staffordshire producer 
Ben Holton with a truly 
gorgeous collection of languid 
instrumentals, intended to 
soundtrack a gentle dirigible 
journey above a mythical, 
arcadian 1970s countryside. 
All inspired — be still my 
beating heart - by an episode 
of the BBC’s magical pre- 
school animated series, Mr 
Benn. It’s currently floating 
across the Internet at 
waysideandwoodland.com. 
Ialso recommend Hedges, 

an equally warm-hearted 
musical ramble with Cumbria’s 
Jonathan Sharp, in his guise 
as The Heartwood Institute. 


oI 


Inspired by his favourite 
childhood Ladybird book of 
the same title, it’s the perfect 
record for anyone whose 
Proustian biscuit is a Mint 
Viscount, melting onto the 
tablecloth at a sticky childhood 
picnic. Find it snagged 
onto the hawthorn bushes 
at theheartwoodinstitute. 
bandcamp.com. 

Similarly pastoral, but with 
a more mystical edge, is A Tarot 
Of The Green Wood, the new 
album by Glaswegian duo Burd 
Ellen. Weaving a collection 
of (mainly) traditional folk 
tunes into hypnotic electronic 
drones, Debbie Armour and 
Gayle Brogan employ the Major 
Arcana tarot to explore ideas 
of “transmission, memory and 
hidden meaning”. See what the 
cards have in store at burdellen. 
bandcamp.com. And, further 
south, one-time chart star Dean 
Honer - founder of Sheffield 
hitmakers All Seeing I- has 
been crafting the wonderfully 
odd spoken word soundtrack 
to a “dystopian TV series made 
for Yorkshire TV in 1978”. 
It’s called Frogman, and it’s 
terrific... it stars longstanding 
Pulp guitarist Russell Senior 
and The Tomorrow People actor 
Richard Speight in a gloriously 
arch tale of sci-fi strangeness 
set amid the rolling hills of 
the Derbyshire Peak District. 
Radiophonic Workshop fans of 
a certain disposition will also 
immediately recognise the 
evocative squelches of a vintage 
EMS Synthi keyboard. Find it at 
castlesinspace.bandcamp.com, 
and - while you’re there - also 
check out Districts, Roads, Open 
Space, by Warrington-Runcorn 
New Town Development Plan. 
It’s Gordon Chapman-Fox’s 
latest synth exploration of 
Brutalist town planning and it’s 
easily the best album I’ve heard 
this year to feature a genuinely 
touching homage to Buzby, the 
Bernard Cribbins-voiced bird 
famously pressed into service as 
the face (and wings) of British 
Telecom’s 1970s TV adverts. 

Other recommendations: 
Howlround’s experimental 
album Trespass & Welfare is 
“twelve bursts of hypnotic tape 
mulch, molten techno loops and 
asynchronous machine noise” 
by Radiophonic Workshop 
obsessive Robin The Fog, and is 
available from buriedtreasure. 
bandcamp.com. Brazen British 
Beauty is a “Birmingham 
Odyssey” by Famished For 


Blonds, using utilitarian 

synths to evoke memories 

of a 1970s West Midlands 
childhood. Bostin’! It’s at 
famishedforblonds.bandcamp. 
com. And sticking with all 
things Brum, what a delight to 
hear the first album in over a 
decade from the Modified Toy 
Orchestra. For the best part of 
20 years, Brian Duffy has been 
stripping the sound chips from 
discarded childhood Christmas 
presents and turning them 

into splendidly evocative (and 
bleepy) anthems. The new opus 
Silfurburg has an epic, cosmic 
feel and is chirruping away 
merrily at modifiedtoyorchestra. 
bandcamp.com. 

Meanwhile, recent recruits to 
the hauntology support group 
often bemoan the unavailability 
of some of the movement’s 
earliest artefacts. Thankfully, 
the benevolent rectors of Ghost 
Box Records are addressing 
the problem. The totemic label 
have ambitious plans to reissue 


their entire back catalogue, 
beginning with Belbury Poly’s 
2005 EP, Farmer's Angle. A 
beautiful collection of gentle 
synth instrumentals by label co- 
founder Jim Jupp, it’s entirely 
redolent of BBC2 test cards on 
drizzly Thursday afternoons, 
and will be swiftly followed by 
a reissue of The Focus Group’s 
Sketches and Spells, also from 
2005. This collection of striking 
sound collages was the debut 
album by Jim’s Ghost Box 
compadre Julian House, and 
both should now be available 
from ghostbox.co.uk. While 
yow’re there, check out Full 
Circle... it’s anew album from 
Cate Brooks’ gently sinister 
outfit The Advisory Circle, and 
it’s a delightful nod to the label’s 
earliest years. 

And, as its Christmas, forgive 
this modest chronicler a rare 
moment of self-indulgence. 
William Fowler of the British 
Film Institute is a regular reader 
of this column, and invited me to 


introduce an evening of vintage 
Public Information Films at 
London’s BFI Southbank. 
Entitled Haunted Generations: 
The Lingering Legacy of the 
Public Information Film, it’s on 
Friday 2 December, and tickets 
are available from whatson.bfi. 
org.uk. That’s probably too short 
notice for many readers of this 
edition of FT, but the evening’s 
screenings are being repeated - 
minus my words of wisdom - on 
Wednesday 21 December. It’s 
all part of the BFT’s ongoing 
Peter Greenaway celebrations, 
the acclaimed director having 
begun his illustrious career 
with the Central Office of 
Information. Also included, 
however, are more recent 

films inspired by vintage PIFs, 
including those of deeply 
eccentric Youtube sensation, 
Sean Reynard. 

Sean’s immaculate spoof of 
the titles to 1970s lunchtime 
programme Picture Box went 
viral (see FT383:67) and 
introduced the world to his alter 
ego: the bearded, foul-tempered, 
crumhorn-loving TV presenter, 
Quentin Smirhes. Since then, 
Quentin’s world has expanded 
into his own TV channel - QTV 
-and characters that include 
the appalling Uncle Barrington 
and the filthy, floating 
“Comfrey”. The latest episode 
of nightmarish afternoon show 
Lunction sees Quentin and 
Comfrey using a mysterious 
magic wand to swap bodies 
before being overcome by a 
swarm of Comfrey’s pet wasps. 
Sean, speaking exclusively to 
this column, gleefully reveals 
a Christmas QTV special is 
in the offing. “It’s Quentin 
and Comfrey on a camping 
expedition, searching for the 
Dirty Divil of Kathmandu,” he 
explains. “He’s been banished 
from the village so he has to live 
up in the hills in a place called 
Nicky Nacky Noo...” 

Search Youtube for Quentin 
Smirhes, and be strongly advised 
that his programmes are best 
experienced with a plentiful 
supply of Advocaat close at hand. 
Merry Christmas, everybody. 


Visit the Haunted 

Generation website at 
www.hauntedgeneration. 
co.uk, send details of new 
releases, or memories of the 
original “haunted” era to 
hauntedgeneration@gmail. 
com, or find me on Twitter... @ 
bob_fischer 
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Fish fall and rat trek 


My father Alfred Emile Maloret 
(born on Jersey in 1900) told me 
that, around 1910, he witnessed 
the aftermath of a fish fall in St 
Helier, when the streets were lit- 
tered with small, herring-like fish. 
Some years later, while walking 
down a country lane, he became 
aware of a distant murmuring 


sound that rapidly increased in in- 


tensity. Instinctively, he climbed 
the bank of the lane as hundreds 
of migrating rats filled every inch 
of the lane — heading for, he knew 
not where! He said it took a good 
few minutes for the rodents to 
pass before he could continue his 
walk. 

Dad joined the Navy at 16 
and served in both World Wars. 
He witnessed the 1917 Russian 
Revolution as part of a ship’s 
crew, observing the fighting from 
offshore. They had to make a 
strategic retreat when one of the 
accompanying ships had its tun- 
nel punctured by stray Bolshevik 
ballistics. In WWII he was on the 
Atlantic convoys, where he was 
commended for bravery. 
Nick Maloret 
Milton, Hampshire 


Guided to Grainger 


As an Adelaidian and archeolo- 
gist who has undertaken research 
in Adelaide’s West Terrace 
cemetery, I was intrigued by Barry 
Humphries’s late-night search for 
Percy Grainger’s grave [FT419:48- 
49]. Barry won’t need his spirit 
guide on future visits as this his- 
toric site (founded 1837) now has 
a series of self-guided walking 
tours with downloadable guides 
for visitors. The Heritage High- 
lights guide includes Grainger’s 
grave and those of a more fortean 
bent can take the Stories of the 
Everyday tour that includes the 
now not-so-unknown Somerton 
man [FT351:30-35], and promises 
the surprising and strange. Other 
walks include Beliefs, Attitudes 
and Customs, Trailblazing Women 
and Natural Heritage. A paid 
night-time tour, Mavericks, Mad- 
ness and Murder most Foul, is also 
available. Interestingly, whilst 
some of those buried there are 
said to haunt places elsewhere in 
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Jon Weyer sent us this sinister 
creature (hound or bird of prey?) 
looking north over the sea at 
Eshaness, Shetland. 


the city, ’m not aware of ghost 
stories pertaining to the cem- 
etery itself. 

Dr Stephen Muller 

Unley, South Australia 


Fifty-six 

Reading the review of meaning- 
ful coincidences [FT424:53] re- 
minded me of a recent incident. 
In July this year my wife and I 
were visiting a couple of friends 
in Ledbury, Hereford & Worces- 
ter. We decided to have lunch in 
a local hotel, where the only free 
table was one numbered 56. We 
dined and the bill was delivered; 
it came to £56.56. Meaningful? 
Not sure, but striking at the 
time. 

Tony Purcell 

Sheffield, South Yorkshire 


Jimi Hendrix EVP? 


The “unidentified upper-class 
female voice” intruding into the 
Queen’s funeral coverage [FT 


We are always glad to receive 
pictures of spontaneous forms and 
figures, or any curious images. 
Send them (with your postal ad- 


424:5] reminds me of something 
ona Jimi Hendrix collectors’ 
tape (Ihad more than 50 of these 
in my youth). His Isle of Wight 
performance in August 1970 was 
plagued with technical issues, 
notably interference from radio. 
Half way through a very ragged, 
at times brilliant version of Foxy 
Lady, amid numerous break-ins, 
a woman says, in impeccable re- 
ceived pronunciation: “Already it 
is clear”. In its baffling truncated- 
ness, it’s very EVP. Assuming the 
voice exists outside my imagi- 
nation, it’s more likely to have 
been an unsympathetic ‘square’ 
reporter saying something like 
“Already it is clear events have 
degenerated”. But a spirit voice 
coming through Jimi’s guitar 
shortly before he died is a strange 
and beautiful notion. (Jimi 
opened this set with, of course, 
God Save The Queen). 


Sticking with music, BBC Break- 


fast News saw fit to overlay our 
Mad Honey Bear on the next page 
with cod psychedelic lighting 


dress) to Fortean Times, PO Box 
1200, Whitstable CT1 9RH or to 
sieveking@forteantimes.com 


effects and Jefferson Airplane’s 
White Rabbit. Although it was 
great to hear Grace Slick at that 
hour of the morning, it should re- 
ally have been the Grateful Dead, 
as Owsley Stanley, known as 
‘Bear’, used to make their LSD. 
Richard George 

St Albans, Hertfordshire 


Lizzy Dripping 


I thoroughly enjoyed the 

article on ‘100 Years Of Haxan’ 
[FT424:30-37], especially the 
section on Haxan’s children, 
concerning witches in children’s 
TV programmes. However, I was 
amazed that Darren Charles 
missed out Lizzy Dripping. 

The witch in this used to scare 
the bejesus out of me at the 
time... perhaps Darren could do 
another fuller article in a future 
issue covering the entire ‘caul- 
dron’ of witches and wizards in 
children’s TV. 

David Humphries 

Hailsham, Sussex 
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Mr Lofty 


Reading ‘The man with the iron skull’ by Jan Bondeson 
[FT422:53], | recognised one of the images reproduced. It 
depicts a very tall man — captioned ‘the giant Jan van Albert’. | 
have a similar postcard in my collection — | saw it in a frame in 
the window of a local charity shop. It is inscribed “with the com- 
pliments of Mr & Mrs Lofty” and shows the same two people 
(the taller man and the shorter lady). As Bondeson says, this 
was Albert John Kramer aka Jan Van Albert, aka Lofty. He was 
born in Amsterdam in 1897 and died in 1976. My picture shows 
him and his wife (Wilhelmina Fassler) meeting a well-wisher. 
They had married in Dundee in 1926. Her brother Josef often 
performed with Lofty as the diminutive ‘Seppetoni’. There are 
other images and some archive video footage of Lofty online. 


Sue Hardiman 
Kingswood, Bristol 


Polts and children 


What if poltergeists (live ghosts 
as opposed to Stone Tape type 
recordings) are trying to tell us, 
by defying ‘reality’, that things 
don’t work the way we think they 
do? Like excited children, they 
are free of the limitations of 
materialism. 

Mentally too, they have all the 
answers that come from being 
dispassionate observers rather 
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than involved participants. Like 
watching a film, the actors are 
unconscious of their actions and 
of those around them, unlike the 
viewers who can see the bigger 
picture and its unfolding, plus 
who knows, replay it? Are we 
just sport for the gods? Is the 
world really a stage and we, 
merely players, as Shakespeare 
suggested? 

It might also explain chil- 
dren’s confusion at not having 


the power or knowledge at their 
fingertips, which they had on the 
other side of the mirror (near 
death and alien experience 
reports echo this too). 

Tony Sandy 

Alness, Highlands 


Roy Biggs’s body 


The picture of Simpson’s wine 
bar in Forest Gate, east London 
(‘Bones of contention’ FT423:22) 
caught my eye, because I used to 
work in a timber yard not 200yds 
away. The red brick building next 
door to that wine bar, visible to 
the left in the picture, is in fact 

a large and fully staffed police 
station - so investigating officers 
didn’t have far to travel when the 
body of Roy Biggs was discov- 
ered! 

Chris Dean 

Builth Wells, Powys 


Cathedral fright 


The letter about Tracy Ann 
Oberman’s experience in Lincoln 
Cathedral refers to an incident 
in the cathedral’s history when 
“some Jewish people were killed 
there in medizval times after a 
Jew was unjustly blamed for a 
crime.” [FT422:65] 

This sounds like the story of 
Hugh of Lincoln, a child of nine 
or 10 who was found dead in 
a well on 27 August 1255. The 
Jews of Lincoln were accused of 
abducting and killing the child 
in a ritual sacrifice (the Blood 
Libel). A Jew named Koppin 
(or Copin) confessed, possibly 
under torture, possibly with the 
idea of deflecting suspicion from 
the rest of his community, but 


Henry I arrived in Lincoln a 
month after the discovery of the 
child’s body, ordered the execu- 
tion of Copin and the arrest of 
90 Jews, entirely at random. 
Eighteen refused to participate 
in a trial, and were summarily 
hanged, three were released on 
the intervention of Christian 
supporters, and the rest were 
sent to London where they were 
found guilty, but released after 
the intervention of the Francis- 
cans or Dominicans. 

No one was killed in the 
Cathedral. Perhaps what Tracy 
Oberman felt was the horri- 
ble anti-Semitism of the 13th 
century. 

Tina Rath 
London 


Emu Prejudice 


I feel I must take you to task on 
your Extra! Extra! feature, which 
this month exhibits a definite 
bias against emus [FT424:5]. 
These poor creatures have been 
abducted from their natural 
environment and subjected to 
who knows what indignities. If 
they manage to escape, they are 
hunted down, subjected to vio- 
lence, and vilified by the press. 
So what if one of them attacks a 
man in Bristol? The poor bird has 
been taken thousands of miles 
from home, to a completely dif- 
ferent environment, and must be 
completely out of its depth. This 
sort of narrow-minded prejudice 
may be characteristic of the 
gutter press, but there is no need 
to repeat it in FT. You’re better 
than that. 

Dave Miles 

Outraged of Basingstoke 


thesurrealmecoy.com 


Spooklight Experiment 


In the summer of 2017, Prof. Tim Gaudin 
and I witnessed an anomalous light at 
close range through a classroom window, 
while at work at the University of Ten- 
nessee at Chattanooga. I wrote about the 
sighting in FT373:74. Reading “Spook- 
lights: A Survey of Transient Luminous 
Phenomena” [FT422:40] inspired me to 
perform a simple experiment to answer 
a couple of questions about our sighting, 
and Prof. Gaudin was kind enough to 
help me. 

Particularly puzzling in our sighting 
were the streaks of pastel-coloured light 
I saw on the white woodwork, bright 
enough to be visible around the door 
across the hallway. In my FT description 
Inoted that they resembled sunlight 
on the bottom of a pool. This odd effect 
was the first thing I saw, even before the 
light itself. Prof. Gaudin said he didn’t 
notice them, being focused on the light 
in the window. 

Last year, I read James Gurney’s 
book Color and Light, and recognised 
from his precise description (aimed at 
artists seeking to render water) that the 
streaks of spectral light were undoubt- 
edly caustic reflections. These occur 
when light rays are refracted through 
a lens, prism, water droplets (as ina 
rainbow), or even a glass of water. This 
led me to question whether the window 
glass caused the caustics (a pane of 
glass possesses refracting properties), 
or if the caustics originated in the ball 
of light itself or were caused by it. 

With that in mind, Prof. Gaudin went 
outside and directed a 2500 lumen LED 
flashlight (price $36 at Home Depot) 
through the window of an unlit class- 
room while I photographed the effects 


What we sau, 
whether ball 


lightning, plasma 
or spooklight, was 


mysterious 
SES SESE 


inside. Conditions were as similar to the 
original sighting as could be managed: 
it was a hot summer afternoon with 
partly cloudy skies, and the classroom 
we used was a short distance down the 
hall, on the same side of the building as 
the original sighting (that room being 
in use). The windows in both rooms ap- 
peared to be the same. 

We muted the flashlight first 
by screening with the heavy 
white paper I use for draw- 
ing, while Prof. Gaudin 
shone the light from 15ft 
(4.6m) away and then at 6ft 
(1.8m). The screened LED 
appeared much dimmer 
and smaller than the approx- 
imately 1ft (30cm) diameter 
ball of white light I remember. 
Only the unscreened 2500 lumen 
flashlight at 6ft (1.8m) came close; rays 
of dim light shone across the room (see 
photos), though still not quite as bright 
as the spooklight. Most importantly, 
there were no caustic reflections. 

The most reasonable theory to ac- 
count for our sighting is that we saw 
some form of ball lightning. I checked 
weather records, and although there 
were no storms that day in 2017, it’s 
remotely possible an electrical charge 


built up in a cloud overhead. In addi- 
tion, ball lightning has been reported 

to be attracted to windows, presumably 
due to the quartz content in glass. What- 
ever we saw, though, how did it operate 
as a refractive lens to create caustic 
reflections? 

Tve read about UFOs, ball lightning, 
and other anomalous light phenomena 
for over 40 years, and can’t remember 
any reports of UAPs associated with 
caustics, although coloured lights 
generally are a staple of UFO reports. 

I continue to think it was some sort of 
energetic phenomenon with a natural 
explanation, and the fact of the caustics 
strengthens that conclusion; caustics 
are well known, even though I’d never 
heard of them before, and follow the 
laws of physics. What we saw, whether 
ball lightning, plasma, or spook- 
light, was mysterious, but was 
also something real which 
acted upon the physical 
objects around us ina 
natural manner. 
Currently, ’m 
re-reading the classic 
Earth Lights Revela- 
tion by Paul Devereux, 
along with the equally 
classic Mysterious Fires and 
Lights by Vincent H Gaddis, in an 
attempt to figure it all out. I even went 
to the university library and checked 
out Natural Focusing and Fine Structure 
of Light: Caustics and Wave Disloca- 
tions by JF Nye, along with Physics for 
Dummies - I’ve forgotten a lot in 40 
years. Nevertheless, that stack of books 
should do for a nice summer evening of 
ruminations. 
Julia Morgan Scott 
Chattanooga, Tennessee 
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SAVED BY DEAD SAPPER 


The literary agent George 
Greenfield (1917-2000) relates 
a remarkable episode in his 
war memoir, Chasing the Beast 
(1998). In the summer of 1941 
Greenfield was part of the 44th 
Division in North Africa, which 
was rushed forward to help 
construct and man the Alamein 
defensive position against Rom- 
mel’s Afrika Korps. 

“The Alamein line was the 
narrowest stretch of the desert 
between the Mediterranean 
and the impassable Qattara 
Depression, where tanks would 
bog down to their axles in the 
treacherous black ooze [..] De- 
tachments of Royal Engineers, 
the sappers, were ordered to 
lay down the widest possible 
minefields on the far side of the 
rudimentary defences. Some 
of the minefields were three 
hundred, even four hundred, 
yards wide. It was necessary 
to leave the obligatory zigzag 
paths through them both as a 
safe passage for some of the 
belated units still trickling back 
from the Knightsbridge defeat 
and, perhaps optimistically, for 
the Eighth Army to use when 
it had regrouped, held off the 
Afrika Korps, and launched its 
own attack. When the path was 
open — it would be wide enough 
to take a tank with a few feet to 
spare on either side — stakes 
would be driven in at intervals, 
coupled with long tapes to form 
a kind of avenue. Closing off the 
minefield took little time. The 
mother stakes and tapes would 
be removed and barbed wire 
spread across the gap at both 
ends, to link up with the wire 
already lining the extremities. 

“There was gunfire in the 
distance as we reached our 
designated stretch of front-line 
desert. The Afrika Korps was 
closing in fast. | was ordered 
to take a fifteen-hundredweight 
truck, two Bren guns and a 
section from my platoon to drive 
to the nearside of the minefield 
and, if necessary, give support- 
ing fire to the sappers who were 
completing the task of closing 
off the path in front. Stragglers 
were still pouring back but sev- 
eral determined troops, mainly 
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-D TO ME... 


‘THERE ON THE 

FAR SIDE OF THE 
MINEFIELD WAS A 
TRUCK WITH BRITISH 
MARKINGS” 


from the Afrika Korps’s crack 
90th Light Infantry Brigade, were 
known to have commandeered 
abandoned British trucks and 
under cover of their markings 
had infiltrated genuine Eighth 
Army units. 

“We were a hundred yards or 
so short of our objective when 
we heard the crump-thump of 
a high-explosive shell landing 
not far ahead. When we arrived, 
there was a young bare-headed 
and fair-haired sapper officer 
lying dead. He was the only one 
caught out in the open. His men 
had been on the far side of their 
truck, which had taken most of 
the blast and the shell splinters. 
It was a write-off but at least it 
had saved their lives. They were 
naturally very shaken. | told 
them they could come back on 
our truck when the job was done 
and meanwhile | told my driver 
to park our truck under cover in 
a small wadi close by. 

“The orders were to hold 
the position until twelve noon, 
even though the sappers had 


already finished closing off the 
minefield. Noon arrived and we 
were on the point of packing up 
when one of the Bren gunners 
gave a shout. There on the far 
side of the minefield was a truck 
with British markings. Was it a 
late straggler or were there 90th 
Light desperadoes lurking in the 
back? | told the men to be extra 
alert and watched through my 
field glasses. 

“To our growing amazement, 
the front passenger — in British 
khaki — jumped out, went over 
to the barbed wire and removed 
the strip securing the path 
through the minefield. Then very 
slowly, at no more than walking 
pace, the truck drove in. It fol- 
lowed exactly the meandering 
path, zigging when it zigged and 
zagging when it zagged. Always 
at the same slow pace. Finally, 
after perhaps five minutes, 
which seemed like an age, it 
arrived. On its approach and 
seeing it was a friendly vehicle, 
| had instructed a couple of my 
fellows to remove the barbed 
wire that closed off the minefield 
at our end. 

“‘How the hell did you get 
through there?’ | asked the driv- 
er, a sergeant. ‘You could have 
been blown up any minute.’ 

“It was that young officer, 
sir,’ he said. ‘That young one 
with the fair hair. He showed 
us where the track had been 


closed off and then walked 
ahead of us. Every time we 
came to an angle, he showed 
us which way it went. He was 
the one.’ 

“He glanced around and saw 
the body of the dead officer on 
the ground. We had not had time 
to put him in the back of our 
truck, covered by a groundsheet. 

“‘Christ!’ said the sergeant. 
‘That’s him. But what’s he do- 
ing, dead over there?’ 

“‘He was killed about twenty 
minutes ago,’ | said. “Long be- 
fore you reached the far side of 
the minefield.’” [pp. 91-93] 
Edward Young 
London 


LIGHTS CHASED AWAY 


Back in the early Nineties | was 
working on the south-east coast 
of Britain, within the inshore 
fishing industry. One still sum- 
mer evening, a small crew were 
involved in seine net fishing from 
the shore. Four of us were ina 
large rowing boat paying out a 
net over a roller on the stern. 

Suddenly, our attention was 
drawn to three lights quite high 
in the sky, approaching in a V 
formation from the direction of 
the French coast. We all looked 
to the sky as they seemed to 
be approaching very fast and 
becoming larger. There was a 
loud noise behind us and three 
fighter jets raced over our heads 
towards the mystery lights. The 
lights then took off at such a 
speed that their passing would 
have gone unnoticed had we 
not been focused on what was 
happening. The jets also soon 
flew out of sight, a large shoal 
of mackerel hit the net and 
the previous few minutes were 
temporarily forgotten in the heat 
of the moment. 

| now live in the West Country, 
but whenever | look out to sea 
ona calm, hot evening, | am 
reminded of that evening some 
30 years ago. 
Phil Griggs 
Stogursey, Somerset 


AVIAN STAND-OFF 


| witnessed some peculiar bird 
behaviour in January 2010. 


There had been thick snow 

for a number of days, and | 
threw some bread out into 

the back garden for the birds. 
From my kitchen | saw birds 
circling overhead. Then about 
100 blackbirds lined up on the 
east fence and garage roof, 

and about the same number 

of redwings on the west fence 
and trees. The bread was on 
the snow in the (small) garden 
between the fences. | under- 
stand that gardens are not the 
typical habitat for redwings, but 
during the harsh winter they had 
moved in from the countryside 
in order to find food. | live on the 
edge of a market town, but not 
far from open fields and farms. 

| went upstairs to obtain a 
better view. There was a ‘stand- 
off’ between the two varieties 
of birds. It was uncannily quiet, 
no squawking; and ‘scouts’ 
still circled high above. It was 
like the gangs of the Jets and 
the Sharks in West Side Story, 
and also like Hitchcock’s The 
Birds, the way they silently lined 
up in a sinister fashion. They 
appeared to be waiting for one 
side to make a move for the 
bread. | expected combat. The 
silent waiting game went on for 
about 20 minutes. | went away 
to do something else for a few 
minutes, and when | returned 
the birds had gone, but the 
bread was still there. 

When | looked again some 
hours later, the bread had gone, 
but there were no imprints in 
the snow of birds’ claws or of 
any other animal, and we hadn’t 
had a fresh fall of snow to cover 
such marks. 

| was fascinated by the 
‘stand-off’ — the feeling of ag- 
gression was almost palpable. | 
have never witnessed anything 
like it before. Has anyone else? 
Jenni Kemp 
Bishop’s Stortford, Hertfordshire 


VANISHING ANIMAL 


About six years ago, while out 
walking in what | think was 
some time in November, on 

a very quiet beach in Donegal 
[north-west Ireland], near where 
a river meets the sea by some 
cliffs, | saw three people (there 


may have been a fourth a little 
away from the others) whom | 
took — from their clothes and 
general demeanour — to be 
European tourists. They were 
walking away from the further 
end of the beach towards which 
| was walking. 

The location was Maghera 
strand, west of Ardara (pictured 
above). The cliffs here run 
roughly perpendicular to the 
beach, which stretches across 
the inlet; and so are partly rising 
from the sand and further out 
rise up from the Atlantic waters, 
with a number of marine caves, 
sometimes accessible on foot 
when the tide is out. 

As the aforementioned 
people walked along and away 
from the cliff across the beach, 
what | took to be a small dog 
belonging to them that had dal- 
lied behind and now wanted to 
catch up with its owners came 
racing towards them. | was 
close enough to see the animal 
well, but not close enough to 
take in much detail; it seemed 
not to be a dog at all. From 
its shape and movement, it 
was unlike any animal | knew. 
| couldn’t even see for certain 
that it had a clearly defined 
head or tail, nor could | say that 
these features were absent. It 
was perhaps the size of a me- 
dium terrier; its body may have 
been otter-like but far shorter, 


and its legs were far longer and 
it ran somewhat like a hare. It 
was black. 

When it seemed about 30ft 
[9m] or a little more from the 
family/group (two adults prob- 
ably around 50 and a younger 
person) towards whom it was 
decidedly directing its run in 
a way no small, wild animal 
would, it seemed to become 
aware of my presence and that 
| was looking at it intently. It 
immediately turned around and 
ran back the way it had come, 
towards the foot of the cliff. 

| quickened my pace and 
made towards it as, apart from 
the odd behaviour, the more 
| looked at it the less like any 
ordinary animal did it appear. | 
could still see it when | caught 
up with the tracks it was leaving 
in the sand. It ran out of sight 
around one of the spurs of rock 
which sloped out from the cliffs, 
around which | followed just a 
few moments behind. 

On the other side of the spur 
was a further, smaller, narrow 
spur — this had a cleft through 
it shaped like a narrow, vertical 
lozenge maybe a foot or so 
long, a few feet above the sand 
and just below eye level. It was 
wide enough to pass your hand 
through but not much of your 
arm beyond the wrist, and you 
could look clearly through it to 
the sea on the other side. 


It wasn’t an obstacle of any 
kind, as you could walk around 
it a few feet to the right and 
continue in the direction the 
animal had appeared to be 
heading. Nor was it very high at 
that point, but it was so steeply 
inclined that it was almost like 
a wall, and to the left it rose 
quickly in height to the rocks 
of its parent cliff. These could 
not have been climbed with any 
ease. 

In any case, the animal was 
nowhere to be seen — it had 
vanished between the time it 
left my sight when it ran around 
the earlier spur and the six or 
seven seconds it took me to do 
the same. Its tracks, though, 
ran clearly up to the foot of 
the subsequent spur, directly 
beneath the cleft, where they 
stopped. 

If whatever it was had wanted 
to run around this spur it could 
have done so, without reducing 
its speed (I must have gotten 
close enough to it for it to have 
been aware that | was following 
it at a fairly quick pace). It could 
not have climbed the rocks to 
the left as they were too sheer, 
and | would have been able to 
see it if it had tried. 

It chose to run directly into 
this avoidable obstacle, and 
vanished. It appeared to me 
as if it had run up to the foot 
of the spur and disappeared 
into the cleft that cut through 
the rock like a window, but was 
no way large enough to permit 
the passage of an animal of its 
size. There were no tracks on 
the other side of the spur, or 
anywhere else other than those 
behind me which | had followed. 

The tracks were like those 
of a dog or mammal, with 
pads and the indentations of 
nails, the toes maybe more 
splayed out than those of a 
dog, but also seeming to be 
too large-of-foot for an animal 
of the creature’s apparent size. 
And after a further while spent 
looking around, | retraced the 
tracks back along the way we 
had come, realising that if the 
creature was not running to or 
towards those tourists, it had 
been running at them. 

A.R. [name on file] 
Dublin, Ireland 
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133. Dead Kings Road Trip, part three 


In the final instalment of her travelogue around the last resting places of 
England’s monarchs, LISA GLEDHILL reveals a regal collection of oddities. 


While most of our English 
kings and queens cluster 
together in Westminster Abbey, 
the family chapel at Windsor 
Castle, the Anglo Saxon capital 
of Winchester or the holy 
shrines of Glastonbury, a few 
independently minded souls 
have chosen to be buried in 
regal isolation. Perhaps they 
were hoping to start a new 
trend, or maybe they didn’t 
want to share the limelight. 
Either way, you’ll need to set 
aside a few days if you want to 
follow me in visiting all of these 
outliers. 

Surprisingly, Henry IV 
is the only king who chose 
to be buried in England’s 
most magnificent cathedral 
at Canterbury. Did he want 
to avoid any post-mortem 
awkwardness that might have 
occurred if he’d been interred 
near his deposed predecessor, 
Richard II, at Westminster? He 
lies in a particularly elaborate 
and skillfully carved double 
effigy tomb commissioned by his 
Queen, Joan of Navarre. When 
his lead coffin was opened in 
1832 he was found to be well 
preserved - at least he was 
before the air got at him and 
before the investigators started 
poking their fingers into his 
eyes. He had an unblemished 
face, which contradicts the 15th 
century stories about him being 
terribly disfigured by leprosy as 
divine punishment for being a 
usurper. Between the inner lead 
coffin and the outer wooden 
casket, investigators found some 
crude crosses made from bound 
twigs. No one really seems to 
know what they were for but, 
inevitably, there has been 
speculation that they may have 
had some sort of apotropaic 
significance. 

A short distance away at 
Faversham, King Stephen was 
interred in the abbey church he 
founded. This abbey, like many 
others, was destroyed during the 
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ABOVE: The tomb of King Edward Ill in Gloucester Cathedral. 


Dissolution and local legend 
says the king’s bones were 
thrown into Faversham Creek. 
However, another local legend 
says the bones were recovered 
and hidden away somewhere — 
possibly in the parish church. 
An archeological excavation in 
1965 found what are believed 
to be the royal tombs in the 
choir of the old abbey church, 
but they were empty.” This is 
surely a ripe opportunity for 
someone to do another Richard 
Ill-style search - perhaps 


starting in the nearest car park. 


Stephen’s predecessor and 
uncle, Henry I, was laid to rest 
in Reading Abbey in 1135, an 
establishment he’d founded 
14 years earlier. He must have 
been particularly keen on 


His death was 
ascribed to 
eating a surfeit 
of lampreys 
es 


the place because he died in 
Normandy and his body needed 
to be sent all the way back 

to Berkshire for burial - no 
mean feat in the 12th century. 
Notoriously, his death was 
ascribed to eating a surfeit of 
lampreys, but if you’ve ever 
seen a lamprey, you might think 
that even eating one would 

be a surfeit.> The once-vast 
complex of Reading Abbey 

is now in ruins and the site 


: of the king’s grave is lost, but 

: he might be underneath what 

: is now a daycare nursery, or 

: possibly under the prison next- 

: door (once the enforced home of 
| Oscar Wilde). 


King John lies in Worcester 


: Cathedral - apart from his 

: heart and bowels which went to 
Croxton Abbey in Leicestershire 
: along with the priest who heard 
: his final confession. He most 

: likely died of dysentery, but 

: poisoning or a surfeit of peaches 
: were also suggested at the time 
: —at least it sounds better than 

: the lampreys. He seems to have 
: been very fond of Worcester and 
: specifically asked to be buried 

: there, between the shrines of St 
: Wulfstan and St Oswald. Why be 
: buried in the company of kings 
when you could be among the 

: saints instead? He lies under 

: amagnificent effigy tomb - 

: the oldest one for a royal still 

: surviving. I particularly like the 
: playful little lion that’s chewing 
: the end of his sword. The tomb 

: has been opened twice, in the 

: 16th and 18th centuries, and 

! souvenirs taken each time, 

: including most of his teeth and 
hand bones." 


King Edward II lies in 


Gloucester Cathedral beneath a 
: breathtaking icing-sugar fantasy 
: of gothic tracery, which probably 
: isn’t much compensation for 

: being deposed and most likely 

: murdered on the orders of his 

: wife and her lover. He died in 

: 1327 in circumstances that are 

: mysterious and possibly quite 

: gruesome (a hot spike shoved 

: up his bottom in the cells at 

: Berkeley Castle according to 
popular tradition) but happily 

: he still maintains a presence on 
: Twitter(#KingEdwardII Tweets). 


As is now well-known, 


: Richard III lies in Leicester 

: Cathedral in a very tasteful 

: modern tomb. We must hope 

: that the Duke of Gloucester 

: and son of York is happy in the 

: East Midlands because he didn’t 
: have much say in the matter. His 
: ghost has reportedly manifested 
: in the cathedral,® but it’s hard 

: to tell whether that’s a good or 

: a bad sign. 


If you’re looking for England’s 


last Saxon king, Harold 
: Godwinson, there are three 
: main options and they all make 


LISA GLEDHILL 


ABOVE LEFT: Bosham church in Sussex, possibly home to the Saxon king Harold Godwinson. ABOVE RIGHT: The ruins of Reading Abbey, resting place of Henry |, who 
reputedly died from eating a surfeit of lampreys. BELOW: The beautiful effigy tomb of Henry IV, the only monarch to be buried in Canterbury Cathedral. 


for a pleasant day out within 
easy distance of London. Top of 


the list is Waltham Abbey which 


has the official monument to 
Harold in the ruins of the old 
abbey church. Harold founded 
a collegiate church at Waltham, 
one of his estates, after he (or 
possibly his father Godwin) was 


cured of paralysis while praying 


there before a mysterious 

holy cross. This strange cross, 
man-sized and made of a black 
stone that bled, had been 
unearthed in the early 11th 
century on top of St Michael’s 
Hill at Montacute in Somerset 
by a blacksmith following a 


prophetic dream. The landowner 


-Tovi the Proud — had it loaded 
onto a cart pulled by 12 red 
and 12 white oxen to be taken 
to one of the great religious 
houses, but the oxen refused to 
move until the name “Waltham” 
was mentioned, at which point 
they began to walk without 
further prompting. A further 
legend says that Harold prayed 
before the cross on his way to 
fight William the Conqueror at 
Hastings, and the cross bowed 
its head, signifying Harold’s 
defeat. After the battle, early 
sources suggest that William 
had his fallen enemy buried 

on the seashore,’ but popular 
tradition says Harold’s common 
law wife Edith Swanneshals 


managed to obtain the body and 


brought it back to Waltham for 
burial. 
Alternatively, he could 


be lying in the crypt of the 
exceptionally picturesque 
Bosham church in Sussex. A late 
Saxon coffin was found there 

in the 1950s, close to what’s 
traditionally believed to be 

the grave of a young daughter 
of King Cnut. The coffin 
contained the partial skeleton 
of a man who has not so far 
been identified.® Harold had 
links to Bosham, and the church 
is depicted in the Bayeaux 
tapestry. If he is there, it 

would certainly fulfil William’s 
instruction to have Harold 
buried on the seashore because 
the tide comes almost up to the 
churchyard wall. 


A third possibility is that 
Harold occupies one of four 
stone coffins found beneath St 
Michael’s church in Bishop’s 
Stortford, Hertfordshire. At the 
time of the Battle of Hastings 
there was already a church on 
this site, and the land belonged 
to Edith Swanneshals. The 
coffins were discovered in the 
mid-19th century. One contained 
the body of a tall and well-built 
man, but they were not all 
opened and they remain buried 
beneath the church.? 

So where is Harold? Or are 
bits of him in all three places? 
To complicate things further, 
Harold may even have survived 


the battle and gone off to live 

in Germany - if you believe the 
Vita Haroldi, a 12th century 
manuscript which claims to be 
based on an original written by 
Harold’s confessor. If he was still 
with us, Harold would be 1,000 
years old this year so perhaps 
this is a good time to track him 
down. 

This is where I have to 
confess that I haven’t managed 
to visit absolutely all of our 
dead English monarchs, because 
not all of them were buried in 
England. William the Conqueror 
died in Normandy and was 
buried according to his wishes 
in the Abbey of Saint Etienne, 
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which he had founded in Caen. 
It’s just as well his corpse didn’t 
have far to travel because the 
60-year-old king was hugely obese 
and further bloated by his final 
illness. When the body was lifted 
into its coffin, it burst, filling the 
church with a sickening stench. 

The conqueror’s great 
grandson, King Henry II, who 
reunited England following years 
of civil war, was laid to rest in 
Fontevraud Abbey in Anjou. His 
estranged son Richard [is also 
there, lying at his feet. At least 
most of him is. Richard, known as 
‘Lionheart’, had his actual heart 
embalmed and sent to Rouen 
Cathedral. 

When King James II was 
ousted by his own daughter 
(and her husband) he retreated 
to France and died there 12 
years later, but his funeral 
arrangements were complicated 
to say the least. His entrails were 
shared between the parish church 
of Saint-Germain-en-Laye and the 
English Jesuit College at Saint- 
Omer, while other bits of him 
were distributed around Paris — 
his heart went to a convent in the 
Chaillot district, his brain went to 
the Scots College, the flesh from 
his right arm went to the English 
Augustinian nuns and everything 
left over went to the Church 
of the English Benedictines.” 
We can only guess how these 
items were appreciated by their 
various recipients, but most of 
them were lost during the French 
Revolution. 

The final English king laid 
to rest in a foreign field is, 
unsurprisingly, George I. He was 
never very enthusiastic about 
England, never learned the 
language, and his mortal remains 
lie in the chapel at Herrenhausen 
Gardens in his native Hanover. 

That only leaves one monarch 
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i left for me to visit and I’ve 

: been trying to get to her for 

: a few years but it’s not easy. 

! Queen Victoria is the only 

: English sovereign buried on 

: private property, in the lavish 

! mausoleum at Frogmore House, 
: Windsor, owned by our current 

: King. Victoria and her beloved 

: husband Albert had made plans 
: for a joint mausoleum long 

: before Albert’s premature death 
: in 1861. They were inspired 

: by her uncle Leopold’s private 

: family mausoleum in Coburg 

: which Victoria described as 

' “cheerful”.” The style of 

: the mausoleum is Italian 

: Romanesque with a floorplan 

i shaped like an equal-armed 

: cross, 70ft (21m) long, and a 

: domed roof in the centre, 70ft 

: high. Directly under the dome, 

: Victoria and Albert lie side by 

: side in a sarcophagus carved 

: from a huge single block of 

: flawless grey Aberdeen granite. 
: Larger than life-size white 

: marble effigies of the queen 

: and her consort, showing 

: them as they were in their 

: early forties, lie placidly on 

: top. The interior design of the 

: mausoleum takes its inspiration 
: from Prince Albert’s favourite 

: painter, Raphael, and is lavishly 


decorated with inlaid marble and 
fresco. 
There are of course stories of 
shadowy figures and intangible 
presences sensed in and 
around the mausoleum and the 
adjoining private royal burial 
ground. Local rumour says the 


| household staff don’t like to 


go there alone, but the stories 
are vague and usually told by 
a friend-of-a-friend. However 


in 1844 a terrifying experience 


occurred to Henry James Senior 
(father of the novelist) who was 
staying in nearby Frogmore 
Cottage (more recently the 
home of the Duke and Duchess 
of Sussex). James said he was 
sitting quietly in the dining 


| room after a good dinner when 
| he was overcome by “a perfectly 
| insane and abject terror, without 


ostensible cause, and only to be 
accounted for, to my perplexed 


' imagination, by some damned 


shape squatting invisible to 


| me within the precincts of the 
| room and raying out from his 


fetid personality influences 
fatal to life.” “7 Following this 


_ Lovecraftian visitation, James 


suffered a nervous breakdown 


| but he came to interpret his 


traumatic experience not 
as ghost or demon, but asa 


LEFT: A rare glimpse of the granite 

sarcophagus of Queen Victoria and 
Prince Albert, housed in Frogmore 

Mausoleum, Windsor. 


Swedenborgian ‘vastation’, a 
form of purging which leads to a 
spiritual rebirth. 

When I began this project, 
Frogmore mausoleum was 
undergoing lengthy renovation, 
then Frogmore House and 
Gardens were closed for two 
years because of the pandemic. 
They are now open again for 
public visits - but only by 
prior arrangement during the 
month of August for groups 
of 15 people or more. Visitors 
may glimpse the exterior of 
the mausoleum but are almost 
never allowed inside. I’m still 
struggling to find 14 friends 
who are as interested as I am in 
spending a summer day staring 
at the outside of a dead Queen’s 
tomb — but it’s always good to 
have something left to look 
forward to. 


NOTES 

1 “A Brief Account of the Examina- 
tion of the Tomb of King Henry IV” 
by Dr John Henry Spry, published 
in Archaeologica Cantiana, Vol 8, 
1872.. 


2 Brian Philp, Excavations at 
Faversham, 1965, The Royal Abbey, 
Roman Villa and Belgic Farmstead 
(Crawley 1968). 


3 Or it could have been eels. The 
Latin used in the chronicles can 
describe either type of fish. 


4 www.theguardian.com/uk- 
news/2015/feb/26/british-library-to- 
display-king-johns-teeth-and-thumb- 
bone-in-magna-carta-celebrations 

5 https://metro.co.uk/2015/09/22/ 
is-that-richard-iiis-ghost-on-a-stone- 
slab-in-leicester-cathedral-5402267/ 
6 De Inventione Sanctoe Crucis 
Nostroe, aka The Waltham Chronicle. 


7 Gesta Guillelmi by William of 
Poitiers; Carmen de Hastingae 
Proelio by Guy, Bishop of Amiens. 

8 www.theargus.co.uk/ 
news/10216948.new-call-to-identify- 
harolds-remains/ 

9 www.bishopsstortfordindependent. 
co.uk/news/residents-raise-money- 
to-buy-stortford-king-harold-iis-silver- 
penny-9080012/ 

10 James II, Duke and King of Scots 
by Alistair Mann 

11 Frogmore House and the Royal 
Mausoleum by Jane Roberts (Royal 
Collection Trust) 

12 Society the Redeemed Form of 
Man: and The Earnest of God’s 
Omnipotence in Human Nature by 
Henry James, 1879, p.45. 


e¢ LISA GLEDHILL is a film 
maker, a regular contributor to 
Fortean Times and an easily- 
distracted republican. 
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JAN BONDESON shares another deltiological discovery from his prodigious 


collection of postcards. This month’s pictorial blast from the past offers a rare 


record of the brief intercontinental career of a decidedly dapper primate 


31.°COCO’ THE HUMAN BABOON 


Just look at him, Coco, the 
Human Baboon! On a postcard 
stamped and posted in London, 
15 March 1905, advertising his 
appearance at the Walthamstow 
Palace, this ludicrous character 
is monkeying about, dressed in 
an over-large coat and a tall hat, 
and carrying a walking stick. 
Coco had come to London in 
January 1905, having enjoyed 
great success on the Continent, 
or so at least he claimed. To 
advertise himself, he made a 
visit to the Daily Mail office, 
dressed in his fur coat and tall 
hat; the journalist who received 
him noted that he preferred 
travelling up in the lift rather 
than swinging up the balusters. 

A reviewer in the Daily News 
found Coco’s act quite droll: “To 
see a monkey sitting at table in 
evening dress is very alarming!” 
Another newspaper writer, 
in the Graphic, found Coco a 
fascinating mimic, gifted with 
almost human intelligence; 
his flirtation with the waitress 
who served him at table was 
particularly amusing. Having 
seen Coco perform, Baron von 
Ernsthausen and other members 
of the Walsingham Club decided 
to invite the Human Baboon 
for luncheon, giving him a 
meal of sprouts, celery, salad, 
bananas and grapes. The other 
gentlemen drank champagne 
and lager, but Coco washed 
his vegetarian meal down 
with sugar and water, since he 
claimed to be a non-smoking 
teetotaller. 

The fact that Coco made 
his debut at a suburban 
establishment in Walthamstow, 
rather than at one of the 
great London theatres, seems 
indicative that he was not one 
of the great performers of the 
time, but rather a hard-working 
journeyman trying to make a 
better life for himself. His stay 
in London was not a lengthy 


* COCO” The Human ‘Baboon. 


Come and see me 
at the Gy 
Walthamstow DB CO 2. 


Palace 


Palace Theatre Waltham s Tonite 


LEFT: A postcard stamped and 
posted in 1905, advertising Coco 
during his stay in Walthamstow. 
BELOW LEFT: The Palace Theatre. 


one, since he is recorded to 
have been in New York in April 
1905, performing at the Wisteria 
Grove at the New York Roof 
Garden. In June, the New York 
Tribune stated, in an article 
about the attractions of the 
Roof Garden, that “Coco, the 
human baboon, a comedian of 
great intelligence, late of the 
Hippodrome, will be one of the 
star entertainers. All who are 
looking for the missing link 
should see Coco.” 

There was another postcard 
of Coco in New York, and a 
copy stamped and posted on 
15 June 1905 was for sale by 
a transatlantic dealer. Coco 
seems to have ended up in 
Switzerland, since scans of two 
other postcards of him have 
been posted on an Internet site, 
advertising his appearances 
at the Cardinaltheater and 
Liebich’s Etablissement, one 
of them posted in Amsterdam 
in 1907. But after this Helvetic 
flourish to his intercontinental 
career, Coco completely 
disappeared. Did he die 
before he could fulfil his true 
entertainment potential, or 
did he retire into an afterlife 
of obscurity? Maybe some 
nondescript theatrical dogsbody, 
tired and footsore after a long 
working day, retired to his garret 
lodgings, to smell the moth- 
ball aroma of a long-discarded 
monkey suit, complete with 
greatcoat, tall hat and walking- 
stick, and to hear the faint echo 
of a strange gibbering voice, 
and the raucous cheering of the 
audience; now there was only 
silence, and humdrum everyday 
chores, since the fantastic Coco, 
the Human Baboon, had long 
since retired from the stage. 
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FORTEAN TIMES is a monthly 
magazine of news, reviews and 
research on strange phenomena 
and experiences, curiosities, 
prodigies and portents. It was 
founded by Bob Rickard in 1973 
to continue the work of Charles 
Fort (1874-1932). 

Born of Dutch stock in Albany, 
New York, Fort spent many years 
researching scientific literature 
in the New York Public Library 
and the British Museum Library. 
He marshalled his evidence and 
set forth his philosophy in The 
Book of the Damned (1919), New 
Lands (1923), Lo! (1931), and 
Wild Talents (1932). 

He was sceptical of dogmatic 
scientific explanations, observing 
that some scientists tended to 
argue according to their personal 
beliefs rather than the rules of 
evidence and that inconvenient 
data were ignored, suppressed, 
discredited or explained away. 
He criticised modern science for 
its reductionism, its attempts to 
define, divide and separate. Fort’s 
dictum “One measures a circle 
beginning anywhere” expresses 
instead his philosophy of 
Continuity in which everything is 


SPECIAL CORRESPONDENTS 


V 


in an intermediate and transient 
state between extremes. 

He had ideas of the 
Universe-as-organism and the 
transient nature of all apparent 
phenomena, coined the term 
‘teleportation’, and was perhaps 
the first to speculate that 
mysterious lights seen in the 
sky might be craft from outer 
space. However, he cut at the 
very roots of credulity: “I conceive 
of nothing, in religion, science or 
philosophy, that is more than the 
proper thing to wear, for a while.” 

Fort was by no means the 
first person to collect anomalies 
and oddities — such collections 
have abounded from Greece 
to China since ancient times. 
Fortean Times keeps alive this 
ancient task of dispassionate 
weird-watching, exploring the wild 
frontiers between the known and 
the unknown. 

Besides being a journal of 
record, FT is also a forum for 
the discussion of observations 
and ideas, however absurd or 
unpopular, and maintains a 
position of benevolent scepticism 
towards both the orthodox and 
unorthodox. FT toes no party line. 
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In Florida, in 1990, Marlene 

Warren was murdered by 

someone wearing an orange 

wig, white face paint and a red 7 
nose who shot her in the face at a 
close range after handing her 
carnations and foil balloons on 

her doorstep. At the time, the 

killer could not be identified, 

but advances in DNA technology 
allowed Sheila Keen Warren, who 
worked in a car lot belonging to 
Marlene’s husband Michael and 

later married him, to be charged 

with Marlene’s murder. However, her 
prosecution hit a snag when defence 
lawyers managed to obtain a police 
“clown sightings file” from the early 
1990s, leading them to claim that the 
40 mystery clowns listed there need to 
be followed up as potential alternative 
killers before the trial could proceed. 
theguardian.co.uk, 15 Oct 2022. 


In Slough, Berkshire, police were 
investigating the deaths of two men 
found in different parts of a park in the 
town within 24 hours. The body of a 
65-year-old man was found at 4.40pm 
on Saturday 1 October in Bayliss Park, 
while that of a man in his 40s was 
also found in the park at 8am the 
following morning. Police could see no 
immediate connection between the 
deaths, saying that both were “sudden 
and unexplained”, adding that “there 
is a great deal of work to do to find out 
exactly what has happened and whether 
there is any link at all between these 
deaths.” BBC News, 2 Oct 2022. 


Police in Kerala, India, arrested healer 
and masseur Bhagaval Singh, his wife 
Laila, and restaurant owner Muhammed 
Shafi for the murder of two women named 
only as Rosly, 49, and Padmam, 52, who 
had been reported missing. The Singhs 
got in touch with Shafi via Facebook, 
where he advertised his services as 
someone who could put them in contact 
with a black magic practitioner to increase 
their wealth. He then visited the Singhs, 
claiming to be the practitioner and, it is 
alleged, persuaded them to carry out a 
“ritualistic human sacrifice for financial 
prosperity”. The two women, who were 
sex workers, were lured to the Singh’s 
house by Shafi, who offered money for 
their services. There, the trio carried 

out rituals in which the women were 
tortured and beheaded, after which they 
were dismembered and parts of their 
bodies cooked and eaten, it is claimed. 
indiaexpress.com, 12 Oct 2022. 


2 } 


An unnamed soldier in the Welsh 
Guards accidentally shot Sergeant 
Gavin Hillier, 35, dead during 
an exercise after mistaking him 

\. for a wooden target. The soldier 

_ had initially been turned down 

| for entry to the Guards for poor 
eyesight but was later admitted 
after using contact lenses. 

However, he then stopped wearing 


3 
. 
ff" | the lenses as he was “confident 


HAY » he didn’t need glasses” and shot 


~ 


“ — §$gt Hillier despite him wearing 

body armour and a fluorescent yellow 
jacket so he could be easily identified. A 
medical report found the soldier would 
have needed to be six times closer to 
Hillier to differentiate him from a target 
without his lenses in, although he still 
managed to shoot him accurately. Sun, 
28 Aug, 2022. 


DJ Edwin Villafuerte had already finished 
playing music at a festival honouring 
Saint Isidore the Labourer in the village 
of San Isidro in Guatemala and was 
packing up his equipment when a drunk 
reveller demanded he played one last 
song. Villafuerte refused and continued 
to pack his kit while the drunk reeled off; 
however, he returned later with a gun and 
waited outside, shooting the DJ several 
times at point blank range as he left the 
building, killing him instantly. mirror.co.uk, 
19 May 2022. 


Mark Latunski, 53, of Bennington, 
Michigan, was sentenced to life 
imprisonment for killing and eating Kevin 
Bacon, a 25-year-old man he met through 
the Grindr dating app. He admitted 
killing Bacon and hanging his body up 

by the ankles in his basement, as well 
as eating parts of the corpse, including 
the genitalia. He had also investigated 
buying a dehydrator to turn some of 
Bacon’s body into jerky and preserve 

it. His lawyer insisted that Latunski had 
not intended to kill Bacon and did not 
understand the gravity of his crime. 
news.sky.com, 20 Oct 2022. 


Tired of being forced to carry heavy 

logs all day in intense heat on a rubber 
plantation in Phang Nga province, 
Thailand, a 20-year-old male elephant 
named Pom Pam turned on his trainer 
Supachai Wongfaed, 32, goring and 
dismembering him, leaving the corpse 
with its arms and legs ripped from the 
torso. Volunteers tranquilised Pom Pam, 
enabling police to retrieve Wongfaed’s 
remains, and the elephant was taken to a 
rehabilitation facility. metro, 23 Aug 2022. 
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